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STUDY GUIDE

The chapters of Social Stratification were designed to be used in conjunction with
additional study materials available at www.inequality.com. This site provides the
latest trend data, the latest working papers by top scholars in the field, and addi-
tional reporting on new and emerging developments relevant to issues of poverty
and inequality.

In assembling Social Stratification, every effort was made to select articles that
were both path-breaking 27d readable, yet on occasion it proved necessary to
compromise on either of these two objectives. The following chapters, in particu-
lar, rest on concepts or methods that might be challenging to some undergradu-
ate students:

Karl Marx, Alienation and Social Classes

Aage B. Serensen, Foundations of a Rent-Based Class Analysis

Robert J. Sampson and Jeffrey D. Morenoff, Durable Inequality: Spatial Dynam-
ics, Social Processes, and the Persistence of Poverty in Chicago Neighborhoods

David L. Featherman and Robert M. Hauser, A Refined Model of Occupational
Mobility

Richard Breen, Social Mobility in Europe

Gary Solon, Intergenerational Income Mobility

Richard Breen and John H. Goldthorpe, Explaining Educational Differentials:
Towards a Formal Rational Action Theory

Although the foregoing chapters present materials that should be mastered by all
advanced students, they can be safely excised for the purposes of a purely intro-
ductory course. The remaining readings were selected to ensure that introductory
students will still be acquainted with the most important concepts, findings, and

debates in the field.






PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

The study of poverty and inequality is no longer a sleepy little enterprise in sociol-
ogy. In the last decade, issues of poverty and inequality have not only burst into the
academic mainstream, but are now routinely covered in mainstream newspapers,
popular magazines, and trade books. The most obvious precipitant behind this de-
velopment is the historic and unprecedented takeoff of income inequality in many
countries. If the defining social problem of the postwar period was developing pol-
icy tools for increasing economic production, the emerging social problem of our
time is developing an analogous machinery for bringing the unequal distribution
of economic production under control.

By virtue of these developments, we had no choice but to undertake a radical re-
vision of Social Stratification, even if by our slow-science standards the last edition
was published quite recently. In the end, we have of course retained most of the
classics appearing in the second edition, but we had to replace many of the con-
temporary pieces with yet newer selections that provided important extensions, re-
visions, and even rebuttals of prior research. We also incorporated selections from
new and emerging subfields of study. The third edition is in the end nearly half-
new; that is, of the 111 selections appearing in this edition, only 62 appeared also
in the second edition.

The third edition is distinctive not only by virtue of such heavy updating. In ad-
dition, recent developments in the field demand a new breed of anthology that is
quite unlike existing ones, even our own second edition. There are four develop-
ments, in particular, that have revolutionized the field and have motivated us to re-
think the rationale behind the book. These developments, which we list below, are
part of the ongoing transformation of sociology as it refashions a place for itself
within an increasingly competitive social science landscape.

Rise of a multidisciplinary inequality field: For better or worse, there is no longer
a consensual, interdisciplinary division of labor that has economists studying the
total output of goods and sociologists studying how goods and resources are un-
equally distributed. Although such a simple division of labor was never obtained
even in the past, clearly economists have turned to the study of poverty and in-
equality, once the special province of sociologists, with unprecedented vigor. As a
result, sociology is no longer a dominant force in the field, and “head-in-the-sand
anthologies” that continue to pretend otherwise by relying exclusively on contri-
butions by sociologists clearly do not serve our students well. We have sought to in-
corporate some of the most important contributions by economists and other so-
cial scientists, contributions that have already entered into sociological discourse
and have accordingly become, in effect, part of sociology. If the third edition is

xvii
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now more deeply multidisciplinary, it is mainly because disciplinary boundaries are
growing more porous and “hit papers” in economics and other disciplines are ac-
cordingly crossing over and becoming hits in sociology as well.

Public intellectuals and inequality: As poverty and inequality emerge as main-
stream concerns, public intellectuals have become yet another new group of prac-
ticing sociologists, although in this case they have contributed mainly to the qual-
itative side of inequality research. The latter research has taken not only the usual
small-scale form characteristic of qualitative research in sociology but also a more
heavily-funded “big journalism” form in which cadres of investigators investigate
a well-defined sociological question as part of a long-term research project. If one
wants a provocative hypothesis, it often pays to turn to such journalists and pub-
lic intellectuals. Although some of our readers might have wanted us to turn even
more frequently to them (if only for their pleasing writing style), it bears empha-
sizing that sociologists still hold a distinct advantage in rigorous hypothesis-testing,
an advantage that implies a somewhat circumscribed role for public-intellectual
sociology.

The new post-survey world: Over the last decade, the standard survey instrument
has come to be appreciated as but one useful approach to studying poverty and in-
equality, while other approaches, especially experimental and quasi-experimental
ones, have clearly gained in prominence. We are referring, for example, to experi-
mental studies of hiring discrimination, neighborhood effects, and returns to
schooling. It is important, we think, to feature this experimental turn in our an-
thology, as it has been exceedingly influential in many subfields of poverty and in-
equality research. We have also drawn more heavily than in prior editions on
ethnographic and mixed-method studies. In many cases, these qualitative studies
have attracted much attention and become widely celebrated, and not just among
a narrow academic audience.

New empirical developments: We live in an extraordinary period in which the
structure of social inequality is changing in rapid, complicated, and sometimes
mystifying ways. Whereas scholars in some disciplines, such as sociology, are seem-
ingly entranced by the possibility that class-based inequalities are weakening,
scholars elsewhere attend to unprecedented increases in income inequality, wealth
inequality, and an often deepening spatial divide between rich and poor. The fields
of race and gender inequality likewise reveal a tension between scholars who em-
phasize the rise of formally egalitarian attitudes and institutional practices and
those who emphasize the persistence of discrimination and segregation or the
emergence of anti-egalitarian backlashes that may undo gains of the past. Even as
these backlashes play out, the relentless march of egalitarian sensibilities serves to
expose and delegitimate “new” inequalities that, not so long ago, were taken for
granted, rarely discussed, or even barely seen (e.g., inequalities based on sexual ori-
entation, disability, citizenship). We have included many new contributions that
address this constellation of trends and ask whether any unified understanding of
the forces making for equality and inequality is feasible in light of them.

The revolution in poverty and inequality analysis has therefore played out in
conceptual, methodological, and empirical terms. We have reviewed these devel-
opments in our introductory chapter and won't attempt to review them again here.
It should suffice to note that recent scholarship has turned to (1) examining the
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dramatic increases in inequality (e.g., the spectacular growth in income inequality)
as well as recent slowdowns in the rate of change (e.g., slowing rate of decline in
the gender pay gap), (2) exploring new types of inequality that were either ignored
in the past or have been spawned by new technologies or institutions (e.g., the “dig-
ital divide”), and (3) teasing out the implications of inequality for both individual-
level (e.g., health) and macro-level (e.g., terrorism, GNP) outcomes. We have in-
cluded many examples of each of these developments in this latest edition.

As the foregoing suggests, the research literature has become so large and complex
that the task of reducing it to manageable form poses difficulties of all kinds, not the
least of which is simply defining defensible boundaries for a field that at times seems
indistinguishable from social science at large. What types of priors do we bring to
that task? Perhaps most obviously, we have sought to represent the diversity of re-
search traditions on offer, while at the same time giving precedence to those tradi-
tions that have so far borne the greatest fruit. As is often the case, the pool of disci-
plinary knowledge has developed in uneven and ramshackle fashion, so much so
that any attempt to cover all subjects equally would grossly misrepresent the current
strengths and weaknesses of contemporary stratification research. This sensitivity to
disciplinary fashion reveals itself, for example, in the relatively large number of se-
lections addressing issues of race, ethnicity, and gender. These subfields rose to a spe-
cial prominence in the 1970s and continue to be popular even after 30 years of in-
tensive and productive research. If the concepts of class, status, and power formed
the holy trinity of postwar stratification theorizing, then the partly overlapping con-
cepts of class, race, and gender continue to play analogous roles now.

We have sought, secondarily, to give precedence to contemporary research, while
also appreciating that there is value in exposing students not just to the standard
classics but also to near-classics that were written well after the foundational con-
tributions of, say, Karl Marx or Max Weber. The latter body of intervening work is
often ignored by editors of anthologies, thereby perpetuating (in some small way)
the view that all sociological research can or should be stamped with an exclusively
Marxian or Weberian imprimatur. We have of course selected those classics or
near-classics that seem to best anticipate or motivate current disciplinary interests.
The novice reader might be left, then, with the impression that the discipline is
more straight-line cumulative than it truly is, an impression that should naturally
be resisted.

The final, and most difficult, task faced by editors of anthologies is to chart an
optimal course between the Scylla of overly aggressive excerpting and the Charyb-
dis of excessive editorial timidity. By the usual standards of anthologies, the course
charted here was very much an average one, as the objective was to eliminate all
inessential material while still preserving the analytic integrity of the contributions.
We have excised many clarifying and qualifying footnotes, almost all decorative
theorizing and literature reviews, and much analysis that wasn’t crucial in advanc-
ing the argument. To be sure, some of our readers and contributors would no
doubt oppose @/l excerpting, yet the high cost of implementing such a radical
stance would be a substantial reduction in the number of articles that could be re-
produced. We apologize to our authors for being unable to present the selections
in their entirety and encourage our readers to consult the original and full versions
of our excerpted pieces.
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The editing rules adopted throughout this anthology were in most cases conven-
tional. For example, brackets were used to mark off a passage that was inserted for
the purpose of clarifying meaning, whereas ellipses were used whenever a passage
appearing in the original contribution was excised altogether. The latter conven-
tion was violated, however, if the excised text was a footnote, a minor reference to
a table or passage (e.g., “see table 17) that was itself excerpted out, or otherwise in-
consequential. When necessary, tables and footnotes were renumbered without so
indicating in the text, and all articles that were cited in excised passages were like-
wise omitted, without indication, from the list of references appearing at the end
of each chapter.

The spelling, grammar, and stylistic conventions of the original contributions
were otherwise preserved. In this respect, the reader should be forewarned that
some of the terms appearing in the original contributions would now be regarded
as inappropriate or offensive, whereas others have passed out of common usage and
will possibly be unfamiliar. Although a strong argument could clearly be made for
eliminating all language that is no longer acceptable, this type of sanitizing would
not only exceed usual editorial license but would also generate a final text that con-
tained inconsistent and possibly confusing temporal cues.

Among the various functions that an anthology fills, one of the more obvious
ones is to define and celebrate what a field has achieved, and in so doing to pay
tribute to those who made such achievement possible. We are grateful to the many
dozens of scholars who allowed their work to be reproduced for this anthology or
who agreed to write one of the many commissioned essays. This book provides a
well-deserved occasion to recognize the many successes of a field that is perhaps
better known for its contentiousness and controversy.

The selections reproduced here have for the most part been pre-tested in gradu-
ate and undergraduate inequality classes at the University of Chicago, Cornell Uni-
versity, and Stanford University. We are indebted to the many instructors and stu-
dents who shared their reactions to the selections and thereby shaped the final
product more than they may realize. The anonymous reviewers of an earlier pro-
posal for this book also provided unusually constructive criticisms that were help-
ful in assembling the final book.

We are equally grateful for the formal market research carried out by Karl Yam-
bert, for Michelle Trader’s careful work securing permissions to reprint, for Erica
Lawrence’s excellent advertising and marketing support, and for Carol Smith’s and
Annie Lenth’s patient overseeing of a complicated, fast, and high-pressure produc-
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Gloom, Doom, and Inequality

There is a growing consensus among acade-
mics, policy makers, and even politicians that
poverty and inequality should no longer be
treated as soft “social issues” that can safely be
subordinated to more fundamental interests
in maximizing total economic output. The
most important sources of this newfound
concern with poverty and inequality are (1)
the spectacular increase in economic inequal-
ity and other forms of disadvantage in many
late-industrial countries (the takeoff account);
(2) the striking persistence of other forms of
inequality (e.g., racially segregated neighbor-
hoods, occupational sex segregation) despite
decades of quite aggressive egalitarian reform
(the persistence account); (3) an emerging con-
cern that poverty and inequality may have
negative macro-level effects on terrorism,
total economic production, and ethnic unrest
(the macro-level externalities account); (4) a
growing awareness of the negative individual-
level effects of poverty on health, political
participation, and a host of other life condi-
tions (the micro-level externalities account);
(5) the rise of a “global village” in which spa-
tial disparities in the standard of living have
become more widely visible and hence in-
creasingly difficult to ignore (the wvisibility ac-
count); (6) the ongoing tendency to expose
and delegitimate new types of inequalities
(based on sexual orientation, disability, or cit-

izenship) that, not so long ago, were taken for
granted, rarely discussed, and barely seen (the
new inequalities account); and (7) a growing
commitment to a broader conception of
human entitlements that encompasses rights
to basic social amenities (e.g., housing) as
well as rights to basic forms of social partici-
pation, such as employment (the social inclu-
sion account).

This list is remarkable in two ways. First,
only two of the seven reasons for our new-
found interest in poverty and inequality are
about brute empirics (i.e., the growth or in-
transigence of inequality), while all others are
about changes in how we have come to view,
study, and evaluate those empirics. When
scholars now argue, for example, that in-
equality has multifarious unintended effects
(i-e., an externalities account), they presum-
ably dont mean to suggest that such effects
suddenly multiplied in the contemporary pe-
riod (although perhaps they have). Rather,
we are to understand that inequality was al-
ways rife with externalities, however inade-
quately we may have appreciated them in the
past. While changes in empirics hardly ex-
haust, then, the sources of our growing con-
cern with inequality, this is not to gainsay the
equally important point that such changes,
especially the recent takeoff in income in-
equality, are likely a core reason why inequal-
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ity has come to be understood as a funda-
mental social problem of our time.

The above list is no less remarkable for the
relatively minor role that normative concerns
play. To be sure, there appears to be a grow-
ing sentiment that, at minimum, contempo-
rary social systems should guarantee an op-
portunity to all citizens to participate in
economic life and hence avoid the most ex-
treme forms of social and economic exclu-
sion (i.e., the social inclusion account). It
would nonetheless be a mistake to under-
stand the rising interest in poverty and in-
equality as principally fueled by some sudden
realization that social inclusion is a funda-
mental social good. Indeed, far from treating
inequality as exclusively a moral problem,
there is a growing tendency to emphasize its
profound consequences and threats for the
world community as a whole (i.e., the macro-
level externalities account). The rhetoric of
“sustainability,” although more frequently
featured in discussions of environmental
problems, is increasingly taken as relevant to
discussions of inequality as well (see, in this
volume, Mullahy, Robert, and Wolfe, Ch. 95;
Stiglitz, Ch. 109; Krueger and Male¢kov4,
Ch. 111). In adopting this rhetoric, the claim
is that extreme inequality is counterproduc-
tive not just because it reduces total eco-
nomic output, but also because other very le-
gitimate objectives, such as reducing mortality
rates or the threat of terrorism, might be
compromised if inequality remains so extreme.
By this logic, social policy must simultaneously
be oriented to increasing economic output 2nd
restraining the rise of debilitating and counter-
productive forms of inequality; a rather more
complicated maximization problem than that
conventionally taken on (Fischer et al., Ch. 5;

Krueger, Ch. 6).

Core Fields of Inquiry

The foregoing is to suggest that the main task
of stratification scholarship, that of describing
the contours of inequality and explaining its
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causes, has come to be viewed as an increas-
ingly important and central endeavor, and not
just within the narrow world of academia. The
purpose of this introductory essay is to lay out
how the field of stratification has developed,
where it currently stands, and how this vol-
ume represents and conveys that field.

It may be useful to begin such a task by
specifying the main questions around which
the field has to this point developed. For each
of the eight subfields listed below, we provide
some examples of the types of questions that
have been featured, our intent being to con-
vey the prevailing style of inquiry rather than
some more exhaustive listing.

Forms and Sources of Stratification

What have been the major forms of inequal-
ity in human history? Can the ubiquity of in-
equality be attributed to individual differ-
ences in talent or ability (e.g., Fischer et al.,
Ch. 5)2 Is some amount of inequality an in-
evitable feature of human life (e.g., Davis
and Moore, Ch. 2; Tumin, Ch. 4)? Why is
income inequality increasing in so many late-
industrial countries (e.g., Morris and West-

ern, Ch. 7; Piketty and Saez, Ch. 8)?

Structure of Contemporary Inequality

Is inequality organized into a small number of
social classes or occupational groups (e.g.,
Grusky and Serensen, Ch. 17)? Or does it
take on a largely gradational form featuring
wholly incremental differences of income or
status (e.g., Blau and Duncan, Ch. 19; Hauser
and Warren, Ch. 24; Sen, Ch. 26)? Which of
these two forms became more prominent with
the transition into modernity or late moder-

nity (e.g., Weeden et al., Ch. 27)?

Inequality at the Extremes

Do political, economic, and cultural elites
come together to form a single “upper class”
(e.g., Mosca, Ch. 28; Mills, Ch. 29; Giddens,
Ch. 30)? Is there likewise a well-formed “un-
derclass” of the poor and dispossessed (e.g.,

Wilson, Ch. 37)? Are elites principally drawn
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from long-standing elite families and the
poor from long-standing poverty-stricken

families (e.g., Domhoff, Ch. 31)?

Generating Inequality

How frequently do individuals move into
new classes, occupations, or income groups
(e.g., Breen, Ch. 48)? Is the United States an
especially mobile society (e.g., Erikson and
Goldthorpe, Ch. 47)? To what extent are oc-
cupational outcomes determined by such
forces as intelligence, effort, schooling, aspi-
rations, social contacts, and individual luck
(e.g., Jencks et al., Ch. 51; Harding et al.,
Ch. 52; Granovetter, Ch. 59; Fernandez and
Fernandez-Mateo, Ch. 62)?

Race and Ethnicity

What accounts for racial and ethnic differ-
ences in grades, test scores, high school grad-
uation, and college attendance (e.g., Steele,
Ch. 71)? What accounts for racial and ethnic
differences in hiring, promotion, and pay
(e.g., Bertrand and Mullainathan, Ch. 70)?
Why are neighborhoods so deeply segregated
by race and ethnicity (e.g., Massey and Den-
ton, Ch. 38; Wilson, Ch. 76)? Why are in-
terracial marriages becoming more common

(e.g., Farley, Ch. 65)2

Gender Inequality

Why has the gender gap in educational at-
tainment disappeared altogether in some
countries? Why has occupational sex segrega-
tion proven, by contrast, to be so durable
(e.g., Reskin, Ch. 86; Grusky and Levanon,
Ch. 87)? What accounts for the gender pay
gap (e.g., Petersen and Morgan, Ch. 88;
England, Ch. 89; Tam, Ch. 90)? Why has
the historic decline in the pay gap stalled of
late (e.g., Blau and Kahn, Ch. 91)?

Consequences of Inequality

Does our class position determine our poli-
tics, attitudes, and behaviors (Bourdieu, Ch.
93; Chan and Goldthorpe, Ch. 96; Lareau,
Ch. 97; Hout and Moodie, Ch. 99)? Are such

effects of class weakening (e.g., Hout and

Moodie, Ch. 99)?

Future of Inequality

Is a new “high-modern” form of stratification
emerging (e.g., Giddens, Ch. 106; Beck and
Lau, Ch. 108)? Will inequality continue to
grow in many late-industrial countries (e.g.,
Firebaugh, Ch. 110)? Is the concept of social
class still useful in describing contemporary
forms of inequality (e.g., Pakulski and Wa-
ters, Ch. 107)? Are inequality regimes gradu-
ally shedding their distinctive features and
converging towards some common regime

(e.g., Esping-Andersen, Ch. 102)?

The foregoing questions all adopt a critical
orientation to human stratification systems
that is distinctively modern in its underpin-
nings. For the greater part of human history,
the existing stratification order was regarded as
an immutable feature of society, and the im-
plicit objective of commentators was to ex-
plain or justify this order in terms of religious
or quasi-religious doctrines (e.g., Bottomore
1965; Tawney 1931). It was only with the En-
lightenment that a critical “rhetoric of equal-
ity” emerged in opposition to the civil and
legal advantages of the aristocracy and other
privileged status groupings. In its most radical
form, this egalitarianism led to Marxist inter-
pretations of human history, and it ultimately
provided the intellectual underpinnings for
socialist stratification systems. While much of
stratification theory has been formulated in
reaction and opposition to these early forms of
Marxist scholarship,! the field nonetheless
shares with Marxism the distinctively Enlight-
enment premise that individuals are to be
equally valued and respected regardless of dif-
ferences in their economic or social standing

(see Meyer, Ch. 105; also Tawney 1931).

Basic Concepts

The eight lines of questioning described

above are elaborated in the remainder of this



essay. Before turning to such elaboration, it
will be helpful to introduce some of the basic
concepts used to describe the amount and
structure of inequality, the genesis and persis-
tence of inequality, and the effects of in-
equality on social behavior of all kinds.

The key components of stratification sys-
tems are (1) the institutional processes that
define certain types of goods as valuable and
desirable, (2) the rules of allocation that dis-
tribute these goods across various jobs or oc-
cupations in the division of labor (e.g., doc-
tor, farmer, “housewife”), and (3) the
mobility mechanisms that link individuals to
jobs and thereby generate unequal control
over valued resources. It follows that inequal-
ity is produced by two types of matching
processes: The social roles in society are first
matched to “reward packages” of unequal
value, and individual members of society are
then allocated to the positions so defined and
rewarded.2 In all societies, there is a constant
flux of occupational incumbents as newcom-
ers enter the labor force and replace dying,
retiring, or out-migrating workers, yet the
positions themselves and the reward pack-
ages attached to them typically change only
gradually. As Schumpeter (1953) puts it, the
occupational structure can be seen as “a hotel
... which is always occupied, but always by
different persons” (p. 171).

What types of rewards are distributed via
these two matching processes? It is increas-
ingly fashionable to recognize that inequality
is “multidimensional,” that income is accord-
ingly only one of many important resources,
and that income redistribution in and of it-
self would not eliminate inequality (e.g., Sen,
Ch. 26). When a multidimensionalist ap-
proach is accordingly taken, one might use-
fully distinguish among the eight types of as-
sets listed in Table 1, each understood as
valuable in its own right rather than a mere
investment item.3 The assets of Table 1 may
of course serve investment as well as con-
sumption functions. For example, most
economists regard schooling as an invest-
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ment that generates future streams of in-
come, while some sociologists likewise regard
social networks as forms of capital that can
be parlayed into educational credentials, in-
come, and other valued goods.# While most
of the assets listed in Table 1 are clearly con-
vertible in this fashion, they are not necessar-
ily regarded as investments by the individuals
involved. In fact, many valuable assets can be
secured at birth or through childhood social-
ization (e.g., the “good manners” of the aris-
tocracy), and they are therefore acquired
without the beneficiaries explicitly weighing
the costs of acquisition against the benefits of
future returns.>

The implicit claim underlying Table 1 is
that the listed assets exhaust all possible con-
sumption goods and, as such, constitute the
raw materials of stratification systems. The
stratification field has developed a vocabulary
that describes how these raw materials are dis-
tributed across members of the population.
The main parameters of interest pertain to
(1) the overall amount of inequality, (2) the
extent to which individuals are locked perma-
nently into certain positions (i.e., rigidity),
(3) the extent to which ascription (e.g., racial
discrimination) is used for purposes of alloca-
tion, and (4) the degree to which the various
dimensions of inequality cohere (or are “crys-
tallized”). These four classes of parameters are
reviewed below.

The overall amount of inequality in any
given resource (e.g., income) may be defined
as its dispersion or concentration among the
individuals in the population. Although
many scholars seek to characterize the overall
level of societal inequality with a single para-
meter, such attempts will obviously be com-
promised insofar as some types of rewards are
distributed more equally than others. This
complexity clearly arises in the case of con-
temporary inequality regimes. The recent
diffusion of “citizenship rights,” for example,
implies that civil goods have come to be
widely dispersed across all citizens, whereas
economic and political goods continue to be
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Table 1. Types of Assets and Examples of Advantaged and Disadvantaged Groups

Assets Examples

Asset group Examples of types Advantaged Disadvantaged

1. Economic Wealth Billionaire Bankrupt worker
Income Professional Laborer
Ownership Capitalist Worker (i.e., employed)

2. Power Political power Prime minister Disenfranchised person
Workplace authority Manager Subordinate worker
Household authority Head of household Child

3. Cultural Knowledge Intelligentsia Uneducated persons
Digital culture Silicon Valley residents Residents of other places
“Good” manners Aristocracy Commoners

4. Social Social clubs Country club member Nonmember
Workplace associations Union member Nonmember
Informal networks Washington A-list Social unknown

5. Honorific Occupational Judge Garbage collector
Religious Saint Excommunicate
Merit-based Nobel Prize winner Nonwinner

6. Civil Right to work Citizen Illegal immigrant
Due process Citizen Suspected terrorist
Franchise Citizen Felon

7. Human On-the-job training Experienced worker Inexperienced worker
General schooling College graduate High school dropout
Vocational training Law school graduate Unskilled worker

8. Physical Mortality Person with long life A “premature” death
Physical disease Healthy person Person with AIDS, asthma
Mental health Healthy person Depressed, alienated

disproportionately controlled by a relatively
small elite.

The rigidity of a stratification system is in-
dexed by the continuity (over time) in the so-
cial standing of its members. The stratifica-
tion system is highly rigid, for example, if the
current wealth, power, or prestige of individ-
uals can be accurately predicted on the basis
of their prior statuses or those of their par-
ents. It should again be emphasized that such
rigidity (or “social closure”) will typically
vary in degree across the different types of as-
sets listed in Table 1.

The stratification system rests on ascriptive
processes to the extent that conditions present
at birth (e.g., parental wealth, sex, race) in-
fluence the subsequent social standing of in-
dividuals. If ascriptive processes of this sort
are in operation, it is possible (but by no
means guaranteed) that the underlying traits

themselves will become bases for group for-
mation and collective action (e.g., race riots,
feminist movements). In contemporary soci-
eties, ascription of all kinds is usually seen as
undesirable or discriminatory, and much
governmental policy (e.g., antidiscrimination
legislation) is therefore directed toward fash-
ioning a stratification system in which indi-
viduals acquire resources solely by virtue of
their achievements.6

The degree of crystallization is indexed by
the correlations among the various resources
(e.g., income, wealth, education) that are so-
cially valued. If these correlations are strong,
then the same individuals (i.e., the “upper
class”) will consistently appear at the top of
all hierarchies, while other individuals (i.e.,
the “lower class”) will consistently appear at
the bottom of the stratification system. By
contrast, various types of status inconsisten-



cies (e.g., a poorly educated millionaire) will
emerge in stratification systems with weakly
correlated hierarchies, and it is correspond-
ingly difficult in such systems to define a
unitary set of classes that have predictive
power with respect to all resources.

Measuring Inequality

Given the complexity of contemporary in-
equality, one might expect most scholars to
adopt a multidimensional approach to char-
acterizing it, an approach that might begin
by specifying the multivariate “inequality
space” of valued goods listed in Table 1. It
nonetheless remains conventional among
sociologists to describe stratification sys-
tems in terms of discrete classes or strata
whose members are presumed to have simi-
lar levels or types of assets. In the most ex-
treme versions of this approach, the result-
ing classes are assumed to be real entities
that preexist the distribution of assets, and
many scholars therefore refer to the “effects”
of class location on the assets that their in-
cumbents control. We present here a styl-
ized history of such class models as well as
competing approaches to characterizing the
structure of inequality.

The claim that inequality takes on a “class
form” is one of the few distinctively sociolog-
ical contributions to inequality measurement
and stands as the main alternative to ap-
proaches that either focus exclusively on in-
come inequality or analyze the many dimen-
sions of inequality independently and
separately. The main advantage of class-based
measurement, as argued by sociologists, is
that conventional class categories (e.g., pro-
fessional, manager, clerk, craft worker, la-
borer, farmer) are institutionalized within the
labor market and are accordingly more than
purely nominal or statistical constructions.
The labor market, far from being a seamless
and continuous distribution of incomes, is
instead understood as a deeply lumpy entity,
with such lumpiness mainly taking the form
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of institutionalized groups (i.e., “classes”)
that constitute prepackaged combinations of
the valued goods listed in Table 1.

Within sociology, the implicit critique,
then, of income-based approaches rests not
so much on the argument that the income
distribution is just one of many distributions
of interest (i.e., multidimensionalism), but
rather on the argument that measurement
strategies based on the income distribution
alone impose an excessively abstract, ana-
lytic, and statistical lens on a social world
that has much institutionalized structure to
it. This structure takes the tripartite form of
a set of social classes that are privileged under
capitalist labor markets (e.g., capitalists, pro-
fessionals, managers), a set of social classes
that are less privileged under advanced capi-
talism (e.g., routine nonmanuals, craft work-
ers, operatives), and an “underclass” that
stands largely outside the labor market and is
accordingly deeply disadvantaged in market
systems. The rise of class models should
therefore be understood as a distinctively so-
ciological reaction to the individualism of
the income paradigm and other unidimen-
sional approaches to measuring inequality.

The foregoing account, which is a largely
consensual rendition of the rationale for so-
cial class measurement, nonetheless conceals
much internal debate within the field on how
best to identify and characterize the bound-
aries dividing the population into classes. We
review below the three main phases in which
these debates have played out.

Structuralist Phase (ca. 1945-1985)

The class models of the postwar period rested
implicitly or explicitly on the assumption that
classes are bundles of endowments (e.g., edu-
cation levels), working conditions (e.g.,
amount of autonomy), and reward packages
(e.g., income) that tend to cohere together
(esp. Giddens, Ch. 14; Parkin, Ch. 15). The
middle class of “craft workers,” for example,
comprises individuals with moderate educa-
tional investments (i.e., secondary school
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credentials), considerable occupation-specific
investments in human capital (i.e., on-the-
job training), average income coupled with
substantial job security (at least until deindus-
trialization), middling social honor and pres-
tige, quite limited authority and autonomy
on the job, and comparatively good health
outcomes (by virtue of union-sponsored
health benefits and regulation of working
conditions). By contrast, the underclass may
be understood as comprising a rather differ-
ent package of conditions, a package that
combines minimal educational investments
(i-e., secondary school dropouts), limited op-
portunities for on-the-job training, result-
ingly intermittent labor force participation
and low income, virtually no opportunities
for authority or autonomy on the job (during
those brief bouts of employment), relatively
poor health (by virtue of lifestyle choices and
inadequate health care), and much social den-
igration and exclusion. The other classes ap-
pearing in conventional class schemes (e.g.,
professional, managerial, routine nonmanual)
may likewise be understood as particular
combinations of scores on the dimensions of
Table 1.

For the purposes of illustration, consider a
simplified case in which the multidimen-
sional “inequality space” comprises only
three individual-level variables (e.g., educa-
tion, autonomy, income), thus allowing the
class hypothesis to be readily graphed. Addi-
tionally, assume that the class structure can
be represented by six classes (e.g., profes-
sional, managerial, sales and clerical, craft, la-
borer, farm), signified in Figure 1 by six dif-
ferent symbols (dark squares, light squares,
dark circles, etc.). As shown in this figure, the
two main claims underlying the class hy-
pothesis are that (1) the structural conditions
of interest tend to cluster together into char-
acteristic packages, and (2) these packages of
conditions correspond to occupational or
employment groupings. For structuralists,
the inequality space is presumed to have a
relatively low dimensionality, indeed a di-

mensionality neither more nor less than the
number of postulated classes. The individu-
als falling within the classes constituting this
scheme will accordingly have endowments,
working conditions, and reward packages
that are close to the averages prevailing for
their classes. Moreover, even when individual
scores deviate from class averages, the con-
ventional class-analytic assumption (albeit
wholly untested) is that the contextual effect
of the class is dominant and overcomes any
such individual-level deviations. For exam-
ple, a full professor who lacks a Ph.D. is pre-
sumably just as marketable as a fully creden-
tialed (but otherwise comparable) full
professor, precisely because membership in
the professorial class is a master status that
tends to dominate all others.

The postwar period also was notable for a
flourishing of gradational measurement ap-
proaches that again treated occupations as the
fundamental units of analysis but assumed
that such occupations may be ordered into a
unidimensional socioeconomic or prestige
scale (e.g., Treiman, Ch. 20; Goldthorpe and
Hope, Ch. 21). In Figure 1, we assumed that
the class structure cannot be understood in
simple gradational terms, meaning that at
least some classes were formed by combining
high values on one dimension with low values
on another. It is possible, however, that the
structural conditions of interest tend to co-

Figure 1. Class Regime



Figure 2. Gradational Regime

vary linearly, thus generating a class structure
of the very simple type represented in Figure
2. In a regime of this sort, inequality becomes
rather stark (i.e., crystallized), as privilege on
one dimension implies very reliably privilege
on another. There should accordingly be
much interest in determining whether in-
equality indeed takes this form. Unfortu-
nately, inequality scholars of the postwar pe-
riod didn’t typically test the crystallization
assumption, but rather simply assumed that it
held and proceeded to develop socioeco-
nomic scales that treated education and in-
come as the main dimensions of interest (and
ranked occupations by averaging scores on
these two dimensions).

It may be noted that many neo-Marxian
scholars during this period also deviated
from a strict multidimensional stance by
nominating particular dimensions within
Table 1 as being theoretically crucial and
hence the appropriate basis upon which so-
cial classes might be defined. There are nearly
as many claims of this sort as there are di-
mensions in Table 1. To be sure, Marx is
most commonly criticized for placing “al-
most exclusive emphasis on economic factors
as determinants of social class” (Lipset 1968,
p- 300), but in fact much of what passed for
stratification theorizing during this period
amounted to reductionism of some kind, al-
beit often an expanded version of reduction-
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ism in which two or three dimensions were
nominated as especially crucial. When a re-
ductionist position is adopted, the rationale
for a class model is not typically that classes
are coherent packages of conditions (as rep-
resented in Figure 1), but rather that the
nominated dimension or dimensions are cru-
cial in defining interests and will accordingly
come to be the main sources of social action.
The classic Marxian model, for example, has
workers ultimately appreciating that their
status as workers (i.e., nonowners) defines
their interests.

Culturalist Phase (ca. 1985-1995)

In the mid-1980s, Bourdieu (Ch. 93) and
other sociologists (esp. Wilson, Ch. 37)
sought to develop a culturalist rationale for
class models, a rationale that rested on the
claim that classes are not merely constella-
tions of structural conditions (e.g., working
conditions, rewards) but are also socially
closed groupings in which distinctive cul-
tures emerge and come to influence atti-
tudes, behaviors, or even preferences of class
members. Throughout this period, many so-
ciologists continued to work with more nar-
rowly structuralist definitions of class (e.g.,
Wright, Ch. 11; Erikson and Goldthorpe,
Ch. 47), but Bourdieu (Ch. 93) and Wilson
(Ch. 37) were instrumental in pressing the
claim that class-specific cultures are a defin-
ing feature of inequality systems (also,
Lareau, Ch. 97).

The two main forms of closure that serve
to generate class-specific cultures are residen-
tial segregation (e.g., urban ghettos) and
workplace segregation (e.g., occupational as-
sociations). As Wilson notes, members of the
underclass live in urban ghettos that are spa-
tially isolated from mainstream culture, thus
allowing a distinctively oppositional culture
to emerge and reproduce itself. The effects of
residential segregation operate, by contrast,
in more attenuated form for other social
classes; after all, residential communities
map only imperfectly onto class categories
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(i.e., the demise of the “company town”),
and social interaction within contemporary
residential communities is in any event quite
superficial and cannot be counted upon to
generate much in the way of meaningful cul-
ture. If distinctive cultures emerge outside
the underclass, they do so principally
through the tendency for members of the
same occupation to interact disproportion-
ately with one another in the workplace and
in leisure activities. In accounting, for exam-
ple, for the humanist, antimaterialist, and
otherwise left-leaning culture and lifestyle of
sociologists, class analysts would stress the
forces of social closure within the workplace,
especially the liberalizing effects of (1) lengthy
professional training and socialization into
the “sociological worldview,” and (2) subse-
quent interaction in the workplace with pre-
dominantly liberal colleagues.

When occupations or classes are allowed to
have cultures in this fashion, one naturally
wishes to better understand the content of
those cultures and, in particular, the relation-
ship between such content and the structural
conditions (i.e., endowments, outcomes, in-
stitutional setting) that a class or occupa-
tional situation implies. At one extreme, class
cultures may be understood as nothing more
than “rules of thumb” that encode optimiz-
ing behavioral responses to prevailing insti-
tutional conditions, rules that allow class
members to forgo optimizing calculations
themselves and rely instead on cultural pre-
scriptions that provide reliable and economi-
cal shortcuts to the right decision. For exam-
ple, Breen and Goldthorpe (Ch. 64) argue
that working-class culture is disparaging of
educational investments not because of some
maladaptive oppositional culture, but be-
cause such investments expose the working
class (more so than other classes) to a real risk
of downward mobility. In most cases, work-
ing-class children lack insurance in the form
of substantial family income or wealth,
meaning that they cannot easily recover from
an educational investment gone awry (i.e.,

dropping out); and those who nonetheless
undertake such an investment therefore face
the real possibility of substantial downward
mobility. The emergence, then, of a working-
class culture that regards educational invest-
ments as frivolous may be understood as en-
coding that conclusion and thus allowing
working-class children to undertake optimiz-
ing behaviors without explicitly engaging in
decision tree calculations. The behaviors that
a “rule of thumb” culture encourages are,
then, deeply adaptive because they take into
account the endowments and institutional
realities that class situations encompass (also
see Morgan, Ch. 55).

The foregoing example may be understood
as one in which a class-specific culture in-
structs recipients about appropriate (i.e., op-
timizing) means for achieving ends that are
widely pursued by a// classes. Indeed, the
prior “rule-of-thumb” account assumes that
members of the working class share the con-
ventional interest in maximizing labor mar-
ket outcomes, with their class-specific culture
merely instructing them about the approach
that is best pursued in achieving that con-
ventional objective. At the other extreme,
one finds class-analytic formulations that
represent class cultures as more overarching
worldviews, ones that instruct not merely
about the proper means to achieve ends but
additionally about the proper valuation of
the ends themselves. For example, some class
cultures (e.g., aristocratic ones) place an es-
pecially high valuation on leisure, with mar-
ket work disparaged as “common” or “pollut-
ing” (Veblen, Ch. 92). This orientation
presumably translates into a high reservation
wage within the aristocratic class. Similarly,
“oppositional cultures” within the underclass
may be understood as worldviews that place
an especially high valuation on preserving re-
spect and dignity for class members, with of
course the further prescription that these
ends are best achieved by (1) withdrawing
from and opposing conventional mainstream
pursuits, (2) representing conventional mo-



bility mechanisms (e.g., higher education) as
tailor-made for the middle class and, by con-
trast, unworkable for the underclass, and
(3) pursuing dignity and respect through
other means, most notably total withdrawal
from and disparagement of mainstream pur-
suits. This is a culture, then, that advocates
that respect and dignity deserve an especially
prominent place in the utility function and
that further specifies how those ends might
be achieved.

It should by now be clear that sociologists
operating within the class-analytic tradition
have adopted very strong assumptions about
how inequality and poverty are structured.
As noted, intrinsic to the class concept are
such claims as (1) the space of outcomes and
capabilities has a (low) dimensionality equal-
ing the number of social classes, (2) the class
locations of individuals become master sta-
tuses that dominate (or at least supplement)
the effects of individual-level endowments,
and (3) such class locations are socially closed
and come to be associated with adaptive or
maladaptive cultures. The prior claims have
been unstated articles of faith among class
analysts in particular and sociologists more
generally. In this sense, class analysts have be-
haved rather like stereotypical economists,
the latter frequently being parodied for their
willingness to assume most anything pro-
vided that it leads to an elegant model.

Postmodernist Phase

(ca. 1995-Present Day)

The third phase of conceptual work within
sociology has been marked, however, by an
increased willingness to challenge the as-
sumptions underlying the class-analytic sta-
tus quo. In recent years, such criticisms of
the class-analytic enterprise have escalated,
with many postmodernist scholars now feel-
ing sufficiently emboldened to argue that the
concept of class should be abandoned alto-
gether. Although the postmodern literature is
notoriously fragmented, the variant of post-
modernism that is most relevant here pro-
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ceeds from the assumption that the labor
movement is rooted in the old and increas-
ingly irrelevant conflicts of industrial capital-
ism, that political parties have abandoned
class-based platforms in favor of those ori-
ented toward values and lifestyles, and that
class-based identities accordingly become
ever weaker and more attenuated (see Hout
and Moodie, Ch. 99, for a relevant discus-
sion). The resulting “individualization of in-
equality” (e.g., Pakulski and Waters, Ch.
107; Beck and Lau, Ch. 108) implies that
lifestyles and consumption practices are be-
coming decoupled from work identities as
well as other status group memberships. The
stratification system may be regarded, then,
as a “status bizarre” (Pakulski and Waters,
Ch. 107) in which identities are actively con-
structed as individuals select and are shaped
by their multiple statuses.”

This hypothesis, which is represented in
extreme form by Figure 3, has not yet been
subjected to convincing empirical test and
may well prove to be premature. Moreover,
even if lifestyles and life chances are truly de-
coupling from economic class, this ought not
be misunderstood as a more general decline
in inequality per se. The brute facts of in-
equality will still be with us even if social
classes of the conventional form are weaken-
ing. Most obviously, income inequality is

clearly on the rise (e.g., Piketty and Saez, Ch.

Figure 3. Disorganized Inequality
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8; Morris and Western, Ch. 7), while other
forms of inequality show no signs of wither-
ing away. The postmodernist hypothesis
speaks, then, to the way in which inequality
is organized, not to the overall amount of
such inequality.

Analyzing Allocation

Although inequality scholars have long
sought to understand how different “reward
packages” are attached to different social po-
sitions, an equally important task within the
field is that of understanding the rules by
which individuals are allocated to the social
positions so defined and rewarded. The lan-
guage of stratification theory makes a sharp
distinction between the distribution of social
rewards (e.g., the income distribution) and
the distribution of opportunities for securing
these rewards. As sociologists have frequently
noted, it is the latter distribution that gov-
erns popular judgments about the legitimacy
of stratification: The typical American, for
example, is quite willing to tolerate substan-
tial inequalities in power, wealth, or prestige
provided that the opportunities for securing
these social goods are distributed equally. If
the competition has been fairly run, we are
quite willing to reward the winners and pun-
ish the losers.

The study of opportunities (or “capabili-
ties”) is no less fashionable among econo-
mists. The main motivation, however,
among economists for studying opportuni-
ties is not some intrinsic interest in mobility
processes themselves, but rather a concern
that standard outcome-based measures of in-
equality are tainted by the confounding ef-
fect of differential tastes. For example, an
employee with a well-developed taste for
leisure will presumably opt to work for rela-
tively few hours, leading to low earnings but
nonetheless optimal utility (by virtue of the
high valuation placed on leisure). Whenever
income inequality is generated through the
operation of differential tastes, most econo-

mists would argue that it should be regarded
as quite unproblematic, given that low-in-
come workers are simply choosing, by virtue
of their particular tastes, to trade off income
for some other valuable good (e.g., leisure).
This line of reasoning implies that inequality
scholars should measure the distribution of
opportunities that prevails before differential
tastes can express themselves. The main task
of an inequality scholar under this formula-
tion is to determine whether “capabilities”
(i.e., opportunities to secure rewards) are
equally distributed, not whether rewards
themselves, which reflect the operation of
tastes, are equally distributed.

It follows that sociologists and economists
have become quite interested, albeit for dif-
ferent reasons, in the study of opportunity
and how it is unequally distributed. In most
of the resulting research, the liberal ideal of
an open and discrimination-free system is
treated as an explicit benchmark, and the
usual objective is to expose any inconsisten-
cies between this ideal and the empirical dis-
tribution of life chances. This objective un-
derlies analyses of the gross effects of class
origins on class destinations (e.g., Feather-
man and Hauser, Ch. 46; Solon, Ch. 49;
Conley, Ch. 63) as well as analyses of the net
effects of gender, race, and class background
after controlling education and related mea-
sures of achievement or merit (e.g., Blau and
Duncan, Ch. 50; Sewell, Haller, and Portes,
Ch. 53). We have presented a wide range of
such analyses in this volume. Additionally,
experimental approaches to measuring dis-
crimination have recently become popular,
most notably “audit studies” that proceed by
(1) sending employers resumes that are iden-
tical save for the applicant’s gender, race, or
class, and (2) then examining whether call
back rates (for interviews) are nonetheless
different across such groups. Although the
available statistical and experimental studies
all indicate that opportunities are far from
equal (e.g., Bertrand and Mullainathan, Ch.
70; Pager, Ch. 72; also see Goldin and



Table 2. Parameters of Stratification for Eight Ideal-Typical Systems
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Major Strata or

Regime Principal Assets Classes Inequality Rigidity Crystallization Justifying Ideology
@ (&) 3 @ ) © )
A. Hunting and gathering
society
1. Tribalism Human (hunting and magic Chiefs, shamans, and . Meritocratic
skills) other tribe members Low Low High selection
B. Horticultural and
agrarian society
2. Asiatic mode Political (i.e., incumbency Office-holders and . " . Tradition and
of state office) peasants High Medium High religious doctrine
3. Feudalism Economic (land and labor Nobility, clergy, and High Medium-High High Traditioq and quan
power) commoners Catholic doctrine
Economic (human Slave owners, slaves. Doctrine of natural
4. Slavery w - g High Medium-High High and social inferiority
property) free men’ (of slaves)
Honorific and cultural Tradition and Hindu
5. Caste society (ethnic purity and “pure” Castes and subcastes High High High L N
" religious doctrine
life-styles)
C. Industrial society
6. Class system Economic (ineans of Capitalists and Medium-High Medium High Classical liberalism
production) workers
7. State socialism Political (party aAnd Managers and Low-Medium Low-Medium High Ma““?"f‘ and
workplace authority) managed Leninism
Human (i.¢., educatior Skill-based
8. Advanced industrial s n, occupational Medium-High Low-Medi Medi Classical liberalism
expertise) groupings

Rouse, Ch. 80), there remains some debate
about whether or to what extent such in-
equalities are declining or will continue to
decline. We turn to such debates next.

A Compressed History of Inequality

The task of identifying the essential dynam-
ics underlying social change has long been
fundamental to sociology, but nowhere is
this interest better developed or more funda-
mental than within the field of inequality
analysis. The remainder of our essay is de-
voted, then, to laying out some of the most
compelling narratives about how inequality
has evolved. We begin this task by develop-
ing a quite conventional typology of inequal-
ity forms over the long span of human his-
tory and then turn to the question of how
the narrative-building enterprise has changed
in recent times (i.e., the last half-century).
Although stratification systems can of
course be defined by a great many parame-

ters, we proceed here by building a typology
of inequality regimes in terms of the parame-
ters of inequality that were introduced at the
beginning of this essay (i.e., amount of in-
equality, rigidity, crystallization). For each of
the eight regimes listed in Table 2, a particu-
lar class of assets (e.g., economic) has been
assumed to be especially crucial in defining
the structure of inequality, thus making it
possible to specify the dominant social
classes in terms of those assets. The rigidity
of stratification systems can then be indexed
by the amount of class persistence (see col-
umn 5), and crystallization can be indexed
by the presumed correlation between class
membership and each of the assets listed in
Table 1 (see column 6).8 The final column in
Table 2 rests on the further assumption that
inequality regimes have (reasonably) coher-
ent ideologies that legitimate the rules and
criteria by which individuals are allocated to
positions in the class structure (see column
7). In most cases, ideologies of this kind are
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largely conservative in their effects, but they
can sometimes serve as forces for change as
well as stability. If, for example, the facts of
labor market processes are inconsistent with
the prevailing ideology (e.g., racial discrimi-
nation in advanced industrialism), then vari-
ous sorts of ameliorative action might be an-
ticipated (e.g., affirmative action programs).

The staple of modern classification efforts
has been the tripartite distinction among class,
caste, and estate, but there is also a long and il-
lustrious tradition of Marxian typological
work that introduces the additional categories
of primitive communism, slave society, and
socialism (e.g., Wright, Ch. 11). As shown in
Table 2, these conventional approaches are
largely complementary, and it is therefore pos-
sible to fashion a hybrid classification that in-
corporates most of the standard distinctions.
This hybrid typology should be understood as
a highly stylized and compressed history of in-
equality forms over the premodern, modern,
and late modern periods.

The stratification forms represented in
Table 2 should thus be taken as ideal types.
In constructing these categories, our inten-
tion is not to make empirical claims about
how existing systems operate in practice, but
rather to capture and distill the accumulated
wisdom about how these systems might op-
erate in their purest form. These ideal-typical
models can nonetheless assist us in under-
standing empirical systems. Indeed, insofar
as societies evolve through the gradual over-
laying of new stratification forms on older
(and partly superseded) ones, it becomes
possible to interpret contemporary systems
as a complex mixture of several of the ideal
types presented in Table 2.

The first panel in this table pertains to the
tribal systems that dominated human society
from the very beginning of human evolution
until the Neolithic revolution of some
10,000 years ago. The characterizations of
columns 2—7 necessarily conceal much vari-
ability in the structure of these systems: It is
“merely in the night of our ignorance [that]

all alien shapes take on the same hue” (An-
derson, 1974, p. 549). While such variable
features of tribal societies are clearly of inter-
est, for our purposes the important similari-
ties are that (1) the total size of the distrib-
utable surplus was in all cases quite limited,
and (2) this cap on the surplus placed corre-
sponding limits on the overall level of eco-
nomic inequality (but not necessarily on
other forms of inequality). It is also notewor-
thy that customs such as gift exchange, food
sharing, and the like were commonly prac-
ticed in tribal societies and had obvious re-
distributive effects. In fact, some observers
(e.g., Marx [1939] 1971) treated these soci-
eties as examples of “primitive communism,”
as the means of production (e.g., tools, land)
were owned collectively and other types of
property typically were distributed evenly
among tribal members.

This is obviously not to suggest that a per-
fect equality prevailed. The more powerful
medicine men (i.e., shamans) within tribal
societies often secured a disproportionate
share of resources, and the tribal chief could
exert considerable influence on the political
decisions of the day. In most cases, these
residual forms of power and privilege were
not directly inherited, nor were they typically
allocated in accord with well-defined ascrip-
tive traits (e.g., racial traits).? It was only by
demonstrating superior skills in hunting,
magic, or leadership that tribal members
could secure political office or acquire status
and prestige. While meritocratic forms of al-
location are often seen as prototypically
modern, in fact they were present in incipi-
ent form at the very earliest stages of societal
development.

With the emergence of agrarian forms of
production, the economic surplus became
large enough to support more complex sys-
tems of stratification. Among Marxist theo-
rists, the “Asiatic mode” was often treated as
an intermediate formation in the transition
to advanced agrarian society (e.g., feudal-
ism), and we have therefore led off our typol-



ogy with the Asiatic case (see Table 2, row
B2).10 In doing so, we should emphasize that
the explicit evolutionary theories of Godelier
(1978) and others have not been well re-
ceived, yet many scholars still take the fall-
back position that Asiaticism is an important
analytical category in the development of
class society (e.g., Hobsbawm, 1965). The
main features of this formation are (1) a large
peasant class residing in agricultural villages
that are “almost autarkic” (O’Leary 1989, p.
17), (2) the absence of strong legal institu-
tions recognizing private property rights, (3)
a state elite that extracts surplus agricultural
production through rents or taxes and ex-
pends it on “defense, opulent living, and the
construction of public works” (Shaw 1978,
p. 127),11 and (4) a constant flux in elite per-
sonnel due to “wars of dynastic succession
and wars of conquest by nomadic warrior
tribes” (O’Leary 1989, p. 18).

Beyond this skeletal outline, all else is open
to dispute. There are long-standing debates,
for example, about how widespread the Asi-
atic mode was and about the appropriateness
of reducing all forms of Asian development
to a “uniform residual category” (Anderson
1974, pp. 548-49). These issues are clearly
worth pursuing, but for our purposes it suf-
fices that the Asiatic mode provides a con-
ventional example of how a “dictatorship of
officialdom” can flourish in the absence of
private property and a well-developed pro-
prietary class (Gouldner 1980, pp. 327-28).
Under this reading of Asiaticism, the parallel
with modern socialism looms large (at least
in some quarters), so much so that various
scholars have suggested that Marx down-
played the Asian case for fear of exposing it
as a “parable for socialism” (see Gouldner
1980, pp. 324-52).

Whereas the institution of private property
was underdeveloped in the East, the ruling
class under Western feudalism was, by con-
trast, very much a propertied one.12 The dis-
tinctive feature of feudalism was that the no-
bility not only owned large estates or manors
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but also held legal title to the labor power of
its serfs (see Table 2, row B3).13 If a serf fled
to the city, this was considered a form of
theft: The serf was stealing that portion of
his or her labor power owned by the lord (see
Wright, Ch. 11). With this interpretation,
the statuses of serf and slave differ only in de-
gree, and slavery thereby constitutes a limit-
ing case in which workers lose all control
over their own labor power (see row B4). At
the same time, it would obviously be a mis-
take to reify this distinction, given that the
history of agrarian Europe reveals “almost in-
finite gradations of subordination” (Bloch
1961, p. 256) that confuse and blur the con-
ventional dividing lines between slavery, serf-
dom, and freedom. The slavery of Roman so-
ciety provides the best example of complete
subordination, whereas some of the slaves of
the early feudal period were bestowed with
rights of real consequence (e.g., the right to
sell surplus product), and some of the (nom-
inally) free men were in fact obliged to pro-
vide rents or services to the manorial lord
(Bloch 1961, pp. 255-74).14 The social
classes that emerged under European agrari-
anism were thus structured in quite compli-
cated ways. In all cases, we nonetheless find
that property ownership was firmly estab-
lished and that the life chances of individuals
were defined, in large part, by their control
over property in its differing forms. Unlike
the ideal-typical Asiatic case, the nation-state
was largely peripheral to the feudal stratifica-
tion system, since the means of production
(i.e., land, labor) were controlled by a propri-
etary class that emerged quite independently
of the state.!5

The historical record makes it clear that
agrarian stratification systems were not al-
ways based on strictly hereditary forms of so-
cial closure (see Table 2, panel B, column 5).
The case of European feudalism is especially
instructive in this regard, since it suggests
that stratification systems often become
more rigid as the underlying institutional
forms mature and take shape. Although it is
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well known that the era of classical feudal-
ism (i.e., post-twelfth century) was charac-
terized by a “rigid stratification of social
classes” (Bloch 1961, p. 325),16 there was
greater permeability during the period prior
to the institutionalization of the manorial
system and the associated transformation of
the nobility into a legal class. In this transi-
tional period, access to the nobility was not
yet legally restricted to the offspring of no-
bility, nor was marriage across classes or es-
tates formally prohibited (see Bloch 1961,
pp- 320-31). The case of ancient Greece
provides a complementary example of a (rel-
atively) open agrarian society. As Finley
(1960) and others have noted, the condition
of slavery was indeed heritable under Greek
law, yet manumission was so common that
the slave class had to be constantly replen-
ished with new captives secured through war
or piracy. The possibility of servitude was
thus something that “no man, woman, or
child, regardless of status or wealth, could be
sure to escape” (Finley 1960, p. 161). At the
same time, hereditary forms of closure were
more fully developed in some slave systems,
most notably the American one. As Sio
(1965) notes, slavery in the antebellum
South was “hereditary, endogamous, and
permanent” (p. 303), with the annual man-
umission rate apparently as low as 0.04 per-
cent by 1850 (see Patterson 1982, p. 273).
The slave societies of Jamaica, South Africa,
and rural Iraq were likewise based on largely
permanent slave populations.

The most extreme examples of hereditary
closure are of course found in caste societies
(see Table 2, row B5). In some respects, Amer-
ican slavery might be seen as having “caste-
(see Berreman 1981), but
Hindu India clearly provides the defining

like features”

case of caste organization.!7 The Indian caste
system is based on (1) a hierarchy of status
groupings (i.e., castes) that are ranked by
ethnic purity, wealth, and access to goods or
services, (2) a corresponding set of “closure

rules” that restrict all forms of intercaste mar-
riage or mobility and thereby make caste
membership both hereditary and permanent,
(3) a high degree of physical and occupa-
tional segregation enforced by elaborate rules
and rituals governing intercaste contact, and
(4) a justifying ideology that induces the
population to regard such extreme forms of
inequality as legitimate and appropriate
(Smaje 2000; Dumont 1970; Srinivas 1962).
What makes this system so distinctive, then,
is not merely its well-developed closure rules
but also the fundamentally honorific (and
noneconomic) character of the underlying
social hierarchy. As indicated in Table 2, the
castes of India are ranked on a continuum of
ethnic and ritual purity, with the highest po-
sitions in the system reserved for castes that
prohibit behaviors that are seen as dishon-
orable or polluting. Under some circum-
stances, castes that acquired political and
economic power eventually advanced in the
status hierarchy, yet they typically did so only
after mimicking the behaviors and lifestyles
of higher castes.

The defining feature of the industrial era
(see Table 2, panel C) has been the emer-
gence of egalitarian ideologies and the con-
sequent delegitimation of the extreme forms
of stratification found in caste, feudal, and
slave systems. This can be seen, for example,
in the European revolutions of the eigh-
teenth and nineteenth centuries that pitted
the egalitarian ideals of the Enlightenment
against the privileges of rank and the politi-
cal power of the nobility. In the end, these
struggles eliminated the last residue of feu-
dal privilege, but they also made new types
of inequality and stratification possible.
Under the class system that ultimately
emerged (see row C6), the estates of the feu-
dal era were replaced by purely economic
groups (i.e., “classes”), and closure rules
based on heredity were likewise supplanted
by (formally) meritocratic processes. The re-
sulting classes were neither legal entities nor



closed status groupings, and the associated
class-based inequalities could therefore be
represented and justified as the natural out-
come of competition among individuals
with differing abilities, motivation, or moral
character (i.e., “classical liberalism”). As in-
dicated in line C6 of Table 2, the class struc-
ture of early industrialism had a clear “eco-
nomic base” (Kerbo 1991, p. 23), so much
so that Marx (Ch. 9) defined classes in terms
of their relationship to the means of eco-
nomic production. The precise contours of
the industrial class structure are nonetheless
a matter of continuing debate (as discussed
above). For example, a simple Marxian
model focuses on the cleavage between capi-
talists and workers, while more elaborate
Marxian and neo-Marxian models identify
additional intervening or “contradictory”
classes (e.g., Wright, Ch. 11), and yet other
(non-Marxian) approaches represent the
class structure as a continuous gradation of
wealth or income.

Whatever the relative merits of these mod-
els might be, the ideology underlying the so-
cialist revolutions of the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries was of course explicitly
Marxist. The intellectual heritage of these
revolutions and their legitimating ideologies
can again be traced to the Enlightenment,
but the rhetoric of equality that emerged in
this period was now directed against the eco-
nomic power of the capitalist class rather
than the status and honorific privileges of the
nobility. The evidence from Eastern Europe
and elsewhere suggests that these egalitarian
ideals were only partially realized (e.g.,
Lenski, Ch. 3). In the immediate postrevolu-
tionary period, factories and farms were in-
deed collectivized or socialized, and various
fiscal and economic reforms were instituted
for the express purpose of reducing income
inequality and wage differentials among
manual and nonmanual workers. Although
these egalitarian policies were subsequently
weakened through the reform efforts of
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Stalin and others, inequality on the scale of
prerevolutionary society was never reestab-
lished among rank-and-file workers (cf.
Lenski, Ch. 3). There nonetheless remained
substantial inequalities in power and author-
ity. Most notably, the socialization of pro-
ductive forces did not have the intended ef-
fect of empowering workers, as the capitalist
class was replaced by a “new class” of party
officials and managers who continued to
control the means of production and to allo-
cate the resulting social surplus (see Eyal,
Szelényi, and Townsley, Chs. 34, 104). This
class has been variously identified with intel-
lectuals or intelligentsia, bureaucrats or man-
agers, and party officials or appointees
(Gouldner, Ch. 32). Regardless of the for-
mulation adopted, the presumption is that
the working class ultimately lost out in con-
temporary socialist revolutions, just as it did
in the so-called bourgeois revolutions of the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.
Whereas the means of production were so-
cialized in the revolutions of Eastern Europe
and the former Soviet Union, the capitalist
class remained largely intact throughout the
process of industrialization in the West. In the
end, the propertied class may nonetheless be
weakened by ongoing structural changes, with
the most important of these being (1) the rise
of a service economy and the growing power
of the “service class” (Esping-Anderson, Ch.
102; Giddens, Ch. 106), (2) the increasing
centrality of theoretical knowledge in the tran-
sition to a new “information age” (Bell, Ch.
101), and (3) the consequent emergence of
technical expertise, educational degrees, and
training certificates as “new forms of property”
(Berg 1973, p. 183; Gouldner, Ch. 32; Brooks,
Ch. 33). The foregoing developments all
suggest that human and cultural capital are
displacing economic capital as the principal
stratifying forces in advanced industrial soci-
ety (see Table 2, row C8). By this formulation,
a new class of cultural elites may be emerging
in the West, much as the transition to state
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socialism (allegedly) generated a new class of
intellectuals in the East.

The Role of Benign Narratives in
Past Scholarship

The foregoing classification embodies a com-
plicated amalgam of “benign narratives”
about how inequality has developed within
the industrial period, narratives that are be-
nign in the sense that history is understood
as operating in the main to reduce inequality,
if only gradually and fitfully. Under such nar-
ratives, the problem of inequality becomes a
tractable moral problem, an unfortunate
side-circumstance of capitalism (and even so-
cialism) that becomes yet more manageable
with the transition into the increasingly af-
fluent forms of advanced industrialism. This
orientation to inequality is expressed in stan-
dard postwar narratives about three types of
outcomes: (1) the distribution of income,
power, and other valued resources; (2) the
distribution of opportunities for securing in-
come, power, and other valued resources;
and (3) the formation of social classes and
other institutionalized groups (e.g., racial
groups, gender groups). We have hinted at
these narratives in the preceding section and
throughout this essay but turn in this section
to laying them out more formally.

Trend in Inequality

The dominant inequality narrative of the
postwar period featured the emergence of
egalitarian ideologies and the consequent
delegitimation of extreme forms of inequal-
ity (e.g., Kerr et al., Ch. 100; Bell, Ch. 101).
The Enlightenment is understood in this
context as unleashing one of the most pro-
found revolutions in human history. The
resulting decline in inequality can be seen,
for example, in (1) the European revolu-
tions of the eighteenth and nineteenth cen-
turies against the privileges of rank (hon-
orific equality); (2) the gradual elimination
of inequalities in the right to vote, own

property, and speak and assemble (civil
equality); (3) the abolition of slavery and
the establishment of the radically egalitar-
ian principle of self-ownership (equality of
human assets); and (4) the equalization of
economic assets via the rise of socialism,
welfare capitalism, and their many institu-
tions (economic equality).

As is well known, the latter commitment
to equalizing economic assets was rather
weaker than the commitment to other forms
of equalization (at least in the capitalist con-
text), with the result that economic inequali-
ties remained extreme in all market
economies. There was nonetheless a gradual
decline in economic inequality throughout
the postwar period in the United States and
other industrial countries. According to the
classic Kuznets curve (Kuznets 1955), the
initial stages of capitalist development bring
about an increase in income inequality as
capital is increasingly concentrated among a
small number of investors, whereas more ad-
vanced forms of capitalism entail a growth in
the size of the middle class and a consequent
reversal of the upward trend. The causal dy-
namics behind the resulting inverted-U pat-
tern remain unclear (see Piketty and Saez,
Ch. 8), but most sociologists attribute the
late-industrial decline in inequality to the in-
creasingly crucial role that the skilled work-
ing class played in production, the associated
growth in working-class productivity, and
the leverage that this growth in skills and
productivity conferred on skilled workers.

It is worth inquiring as to the less proxi-
mate mechanisms by which egalitarianism
of this sort may diffuse and take hold. The
conventional view in this regard is that a se-
ries of crucial historical events after the En-
lightenment (e.g., the defeat of Nazism, the
civil rights movement) served to define
equality as one of our core cultural commit-
ments. Absent some revolutionary event that
changes this cultural trajectory, the course of
human history then becomes the “working

»

out” of this commitment, a task that in-



volves shedding subsidiary values that some-
times come into conflict with our deeper
commitment to egalitarianism. The core
mechanism that drives this cultural diffusion
may therefore be understood as the gradual
reconciling of competing values to a new
value, that of equality, that has been elevated
by one or more historical events to a posi-
tion of prominence.

This is obviously not to suggest that 2//
postwar sociologists and social scientists em-
phasized forces making for a decline in in-
equality. However, even when a benign nar-
rative was not explicitly adopted, there was
usually some effort to engage with it and to
explain or defend the decision not to take it
up. This defensiveness was especially appar-
ent in neo-Marxian analyses of the postwar
era. Although such analyses were based on
deeply pessimistic subnarratives about the
trajectory of capitalism, these subnarratives
were typically attached to larger and more
benign narratives about the postcapitalist tra-
jectory (e.g., Marx, Ch. 9; also see Wright,
Ch. 11; Wallerstein, Ch. 12).

Trend in Inequality of Opportunity

The second benign narrative of interest rests
on the conventional distinction between the
distribution of social rewards (e.g., income)
and the distribution of opportunities for se-
curing these rewards. In liberal welfare
regimes, extreme inequalities in rewards may
be tolerated, but only insofar as opportuni-
ties for attaining these rewards are under-
stood to be equally distributed. It is inequal-
ities of opportunity that are regarded, then,
as especially illegitimate in the context of lib-
eral welfare regimes.

The dominant narratives of the postwar
period have these inequalities of opportunity
gradually weakening. The narratives of this
period may be understood as benign because
they describe the withering away of precisely
those types of inequalities (i.e., inequalities
of opportunity) that are regarded as prob-
lematic or illegitimate. The trademark of the
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benign narrative is this simple correspon-
dence between what we want and what we
think will likely happen. We describe below
four benign subnarratives that characterize
some of the processes by which inequalities
of opportunity may come to be weakened.

The most famous such subnarrative per-
tains to the discrimination-reducing effects
of competitive market economies. In his
original formulation of the “taste for discrim-
ination” model, Becker (1957) argued that
discrimination would be eroded by competi-
tive market forces because it requires em-
ployers to pay a premium to hire members of
the preferred class of labor, whether these be
males, whites, or any other ascriptively de-
fined classes. This taste is “discriminatory”
because it rests on exogenous preferences for
a certain category of labor that cannot be un-
derstood as arising from some larger concern
for maximizing profitability or market share.
When managers make hiring decisions in ac-
cord with such tastes, their firms will not be
competitive with nondiscriminating firms
because they must pay extra to secure labor
from the preferred class (without any com-
pensating increase in productivity). In stan-
dard renditions of this account, it is pre-
sumed that discriminating firms will
gradually be selected out by the market, al-
though it is also possible that some discrimi-
nating firms will change their hiring prac-
tices to remain competitive.

This economic subnarrative works in tan-
dem with a second, “organizational” one that
empbhasizes the diffusion of modern person-
nel practices in the form of universalistic hir-
ing practices (e.g., open hiring, credential-
ism) and bureaucratized pay scales and
promotion procedures (Weber, Ch. 13;
Grusky and Levanon, Ch. 87). The essence
of such bureaucratic personnel practices is a
formal commitment to universalism (i.e.,
treating all workers equally) and to merito-
cratic hiring and promotion (i.e., hiring and
promoting on the basis of credentials). In its
ideal-typical form, the spread of bureaucracy
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becomes an organizational process with its
own dynamic, a process of diffusion that
rests not on actual efficiencies, as with the
economic subnarrative, but simply on the
presumption that bureaucratic practices are
efficient and that “modern firms” must there-
fore adopt them. This subnarrative, like the
economic one, implies that firms will gradu-
ally come to embrace organizational proce-
dures that reduce inequalities of opportunity.
The third subnarrative of interest is the
political one. Whereas the economic and
organizational subnarratives treat change in
inequality as an unintended by-product of
macro-level forces (i.e., competition and
bureaucratization), the political subnarra-
tive is about instrumental action explicitly
oriented towards effecting a decline in in-
equality. In theory, such political action
could be oriented toward reducing either
inequalities of opportunity or outcome,
but historically a main emphasis within lib-
eral welfare regimes has been legislation
aimed at reducing inequality of opportu-
nity (e.g., antidiscrimination legislation,
early education programs, educational
loans). The distinctive assumption of the
political subnarrative is that straightfor-
ward “social engineering” is an important
source of change and that the unintended
or unanticipated consequences of such en-
gineering are too often overemphasized.
The final subnarrative, a simple cultural
one, rests on the argument that Western
ideals of justice and equality continue to be
endogenously worked out through a logic
that diffuses independently of the economic
efficiency of such ideals. The cultural subnar-
rative can be straightforwardly distinguished
from the economic one because the growing
“taste” for equality is presumed to be an ex-
ogenous shift rather than some accommoda-
tion to the economic cost of exercising dis-
criminatory tastes. Likewise, the cultural
subnarrative is distinct from the organiza-
tional subnarrative by virtue of focusing on
the spread of tastes for equality and equality-

enhancing practices, not the spread of orga-
nizational forms (e.g., bureaucratization)
that are deemed efficient, normatively desir-
able, or both. Similarly, the cultural and po-
litical subnarratives are closely related be-
cause political commitments to equal
opportunity, antidiscrimination legislation,
and school reform may be partly or even
largely motivated by these newfound tastes
for equal opportunity. At the same time, the
cultural commitment to equal opportunity is
not expressed exclusively in such political
terms but is additionally expressed in the at-
titudes, behaviors, and personnel practices of
employers. Most obviously, employers may
gradually shed their preferences for certain
categories of labor and instead develop posi-
tive tastes for equality in hiring, firing, and
promotion, tastes that might at the limit be
exercised in the labor market even with some
loss in profits or efficiency.

The spread of such tastes for equal oppor-
tunity may again be viewed as part of our
Enlightenment legacy, albeit a particular
“liberal” variant of that legacy that empha-
sizes equalizing opportunities, not outcomes.
This commitment is expressed not only at
the individual level (e.g., changes in atti-
tudes) but also at the collective level through
various types of political reform (e.g., an-
tidiscrimination legislation) as well as the
diffusion of bureaucratic personnel policies

(e.g., open hiring).

Trend in Class Formation

The final benign narrative of interest de-
scribes the gradual transition from “lumpy”
class-based labor markets to more purely
gradational ones (see Weeden et al., Ch. 27).
Within this narrative, the early-industrial
economy is represented as deeply balkanized
into partly independent labor markets de-
fined by detailed occupations (e.g., econo-
mist, carpenter), big social classes (e.g.,
manager, farmer), or yet more aggregated
factors of production (e.g., worker, capital-
ist). For our purposes, what is principally of



interest is our collective fascination with ar-
guments describing how these classes, how-
ever they may be defined, tend to gradually
dissipate and leave us with gradational labor
markets that increasingly approximate the
seamless neoclassical ideal. The first step in
this transition, as described most famously
by Dahrendorf (Ch. 10), is the gradual “in-
stitutionalization” of class conflict, a regular-
ization of labor-capital relations achieved
through the establishment of unions, collec-
tive bargaining agreements, and other laws
defining how labor and capital should nego-
tiate. The second step in this transition in-
volves the dismantling of unions and other
institutionalized residues of classes as the lib-
eral welfare ideals of “deregulation” and flex-
ibility are increasingly pursued (Serensen,
Ch. 25). Although the mechanisms differ,
there are of course analogous narratives on
offer pertaining to the gradual decline of sta-
tus groupings based on race, ethnicity, or
gender (e.g., Wilson, Ch. 73; also see Pe-
tersen, Ch. 83).

This line of argumentation is additionally
expressed in postmodernist narratives that
assume that class identities, ideologies, and
organization are attenuating and that “new
theories, perhaps more cultural than struc-
tural, [are] in order” (Davis 1982, p. 585).
The core claim here is that politics,
lifestyles, and consumption practices are no
longer class-determined and increasingly
become a “function of individual taste,
choice, and commitment” (Crook, Pakul-
ski, and Waters 1992, p. 222; Pakulski and
Waters, Ch. 107). In more ambitious vari-
ants of postmodernism, the focus shifts
away from simply claiming that attitudes
and practices are less class-determined, and
the older class-analytic objective of under-
standing macro-level stratificational change
is resuscitated. This ambition underlies, for
example, all forms of postmodernism that
seek to represent “new social movements”
(e.g., environmentalism) as the vanguard
force behind future stratificatory change. As
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argued by Eyerman (1992) and others (e.g.,
Pakulski and Waters, Ch. 107), the labor
movement can be seen as a fading enterprise
rooted in the old conflicts of the workplace
and industrial capitalism, whereas new so-
cial movements provide a more appealing
call for collective action by virtue of their
emphasis on issues of lifestyle, personal
identity, and normative change. With this
formulation, the proletariat is stripped of its
privileged status as a universal class, and
new social movements emerge as an alterna-
tive and far more benign force “shaping the
future of modern societies” (Haferkamp

and Smelser 1992, p. 17).

New Approaches to Studying
Inequality

The foregoing narratives, all of which were
fixtures of the postwar intellectual landscape,
describe the emergence of a world in which
inequalities are less profound, opportunities
are more equally distributed, and class con-
flicts and interclass differences become atten-
uated. These narratives are benign in the
sense that they push us toward equilibria that
most commentators, even neo-Marxian ones,
might well regard as appealing. The benign
narrative is accordingly built on the happy
correspondence between what should be and
what will be.

If there is any theme to contemporary
analyses of inequality, it is that the benign
narrative has fallen largely out of fashion. We
have nonetheless laid out these standard nar-
ratives in some detail because they provide an
important backdrop to current theorizing
and are often used as foils by contemporary
scholars seeking to motivate their own analy-
ses. The benign narrative is in this sense lurk-
ing in the background of contemporary dis-
cussions of inequality. We turn now to a
closer discussion of how contemporary
analyses of inequality have developed partly
in reaction to the benign narratives of the
postwar period.
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Multidimensionalism and

New Inequalities

As a natural starting point for this discus-
sion, we note that contemporary inequality
scholarship is increasingly concerned with
new forms of inequality, forms that were ei-
ther ignored in the past or have been spawned
by new technologies or institutions. This
growing emphasis on new inequalities is
consistent with the now fashionable view
that inequality is multidimensional and
that conventional studies of economic, so-
cioeconomic, or cultural inequality hardly
exhaust its many forms.

This approach may be understood as sim-
ply reemphasizing the importance of study-
ing all eight forms of inequality listed in
Table 1. If the resulting multidimensional
space is taken seriously, we can then ask
how individuals are distributed among the
less conventionally studied dimensions of
the inequality space. Are “new” assets as un-
equally distributed as old ones? Is inequality
becoming more of an “all or nothing” affair
in which upper-class workers are advan-
taged on all dimensions of interest and
lower-class workers are disadvantaged on all
dimensions of interest? Are new assets
sometimes distributed in ways that com-
pensate for shortfalls in older ones? In the
present volume, multidimensionalist ques-
tions of this kind are posed for such “new”
outcomes as health (Mullahy, Robert, and
Wolfe, Ch. 95), computer literacy (Hargit-
tai, Ch. 98), imprisonment or capital pun-
ishment (Western, Ch. 41), and networks
and social capital (Granovetter, Ch. 59; Lin,
Ch. 60; Burt, Ch. 61). These new types of
inequality may be understood in some cases
as truly new divides generated by new tech-
nologies (e.g., the digital divide) or new so-
cial institutions (e.g., modern mass pris-
ons). More typically, the “new” outcomes
are just increasingly popular topics of study
among academics, not truly new forms
(e.g., health inequalities).

The Intransigence of Poverty and
Inequality

The foregoing line of research typically takes
the form of an exposé of the extent to which
seemingly basic human entitlements, such as
living outside of prison, freely participating
in digital culture, or living a long and healthy
life, are unequally distributed in ways that
sometimes amplify well-known differentials
of income or education. The continuing at-
traction of such exposés (at least among aca-
demics) may be attributed to our collective
discomfort with an economic system that
generates rather more inequality than is
palatable under contemporary cultural stan-
dards. Although the equalizing reforms of so-
cial democracy have historically been a main
solution to this tension, the declining legiti-
macy of such reform (especially in Europe
and the United States) leaves the tension an
increasingly unresolved one.

Whereas the old narratives focused, then,
on the forces making for decline in inequal-
ity, a more pessimistic assessment of the tra-
jectory of late industrialism has now taken
hold, and much scholarship accordingly fo-
cuses on documenting that inequality has
persisted at higher levels than had been an-
ticipated. This sensibility underlies, for ex-
ample, contemporary research showing that
residential segregation in the United States is
so extreme as to constitute a modern form of
“apartheid” (Massey and Denton, Ch. 38),
that racial discrimination in labor markets
likewise remains extreme (Bertrand and Mul-
lainathan, Ch. 70; Pager, Ch. 72), that the
occupational structure is “hypersegregated”
by gender (Reskin, Ch. 86), that income in-
equality has increased markedly in many
countries over the last thirty-five years
(Piketty and Saez, Ch. 8), that poverty rates
in the United States remain strikingly high
(Smeeding, Ch. 36), that African Americans
are routinely harassed, slighted, and insulted
in public places (Feagin, Ch. 74), that work-

ing-class and middle-class children tend to



be raised in profoundly different ways
(Lareau, Ch. 97), that political behavior con-
tinues to be strongly shaped by class-based
politics (Hout and Moodie, Ch. 99), and
that massive class disparities in access to
health services persist (Mullahy, Robert, and
Wolfe, Ch. 95).

The cynic might ask whether this new
muckraking tradition is really all that neces-
sary. Is there truly a large public that doesn’t
already appreciate the persistence of many of
these inequalities? We live, after all, in a mar-
ket society in which virtually everything is
commodified, meaning that almost all goods
and services (e.g., health care, housing) are
allocated on the basis of our ability to pay for
them. Because we are so deeply and (seem-
ingly) irrevocably marketized, the real intel-
lectual challenge would be to find a good,
service, or outcome that is somehow un-
touched by class, one that is perfectly and
equally distributed to all. The role of class is
in this sense so obvious as to preclude any
need for academic muckraking.

We suspect that our contributors would
react to such (hypothetical) criticism by em-
phasizing that only some inequalities may
be understood as the inevitable outcome of
our collective decision to allocate resources
on the basis of a market. It is at least possi-
ble to imagine markets that do not entail
racial discrimination, that do not entail
gender discrimination, and that encompass
institutions that have a substantial inequal-
ity-moderating effect. It is likewise possible
to imagine that class differences in politics,
culture, and child rearing practices would
have by now abated. The benign narratives
of the postwar period in fact laid out pre-
cisely such imaginings. If it is now clear that
these imagined futures have not been real-
ized, surely we need to document that con-
clusion with all the rigor that can possibly
be mustered. To be sure, many of us well
know that the world is a massively unequal
one, but even so the force of the known can
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be readily lost when we live with profound
inequality on a day-to-day basis. This com-
mitment to remind us of what comes to be
taken for granted is the cornerstone, we sus-
pect, of the renewed interest in the inequality-
documenting function.

The Rise of Less Benign Narratives

The rise of this muckraking exposé of in-
equality has been coupled, moreover, with
increasing interest in developing narratives
that explain why inequality has persisted or
grown more extreme. These narratives are
typically less grand than the quite encom-
passing narratives of the postwar period; that
is, rather specialized narratives have recently
developed around many of the various unit
trends of interest (e.g., the expansion of in-
come inequality, the stalling decline in the
gender wage gap), and rather little attention
has been paid to developing some grand
meta-narrative that links these specialized
narratives together. The signature, then, of
the contemporary narrative is this highly de-
limited focus, a commitment to developing a
rigorously empirical foundation, and a spe-
cial interest in identifying those more insidi-
ous social forces that undermine the benign
narratives of the past.

By way of example, consider the historic
rise in income inequality, a development that
has spawned one of the most sustained ef-
forts at narrative-building of our time (see
Morris and Western, Ch. 7). As noted above,
the classic Kuznets curve aligns nicely with
the facts of inequality up to the early 1970s,
but then a dramatic, unprecedented upswing
in inequality in the post-1970 period made it
clear that inequality history had not ended.
We have since witnessed one of the most
massive research efforts in the history of so-
cial science as scholars sought to identify the
“smoking gun” that accounted for this dra-
matic increase in inequality.

Initially, the dominant hypothesis was that
deindustrialization (i.e., the relocation of
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manufacturing jobs to offshore labor mar-
kets) brought about a decline in demand for
less-educated manufacturing workers, a de-
cline that generated increases in inequality by
hollowing out the middle class and sending
manufacturing workers into unemployment
or into the ranks of poorly paid service work.
Although this line of argumentation still has
its advocates, it cannot easily be reconciled
with evidence suggesting that the computeri-
zation of the workplace and related techno-
logical change has been at least one force
behind a heightened demand for highly edu-
cated workers. Because of this result (and
other supporting evidence), the deindustrial-
ization story has now been largely supplanted
by the converse hypothesis that “skill-biased
technological change” has increased the de-
mand for high-skill workers beyond the in-
crease in supply, thus inducing a short-term
disequilibrium and a correspondingly in-
creased payoff for high-skill labor. At the
same time, most scholars acknowledge that
this story is at best an incomplete one and
that other accounts, especially more nar-
rowly political ones, must additionally be
entertained (e.g., Card and DiNardo 2002).
Most notably, some of the rise in income in-
equality in the United States was clearly at-
tributable to the declining minimum wage
(in real dollars), a decline that in turn has to
be understood as the outcome of political
processes that increasingly favor pro-in-
equality forces (Morris and Western, Ch. 7).
The same conclusion applies yet more obvi-
ously to the recent round of tax cuts in the
United States.

The future of income inequality depends
on which of these underlying mechanisms is
principally at work. The silver lining of the
deindustrialization story is that within-coun-
try increases in inequality should be offset by
between-country declines (as poor countries
profit from new manufacturing jobs),
whereas the silver lining of skill-biased tech-
nological change is that the heightened de-
mand for high-skill workers is presumably a

one-time, short-term disequilibrium that
will, by virtue of the higher payoff to high-
skill jobs, trigger a compensating growth in
the supply of high-skill workers. There is,
unfortunately, no shortage of competing sto-
ries that imply more disturbing futures, even
futures consistent with a classical Marxian
account in which low-skill workers are emis-
erated within some countries by virtue of a
globalization-induced “race to the bottom.”
Indeed, accounts that focus on the political
sources of rising inequality often take on this
more disturbing character, given that social
democratic ideologies have fallen largely out
of fashion and no longer provide capitalists
with a viable high road of “enlightened self-
interest” (e.g., support for labor unions, re-
distribution). As social democratic agendas
come to be viewed with suspicion, political
support for the minimum wage and other in-
equality-reducing institutions may increas-
ingly falter, and market-generated inequality
may no longer be much restrained by pre-
market or after-market interventions.

We have focused on the rise of income in-
equality and the various narratives it has gen-
erated only because this literature is espe-
cially well known and central to the field.
The larger point that we seek to make is that,
no matter the subfield, there appears to be
much interest in developing narratives that
explain why long-standing declines in in-
equality have slowed down, stalled alto-
gether, or even reversed themselves. We are
referring, for example, to (1) narratives of
“globalization” that describe how the liberal-
ization of financial and capital markets has
harmed poor countries (Stiglitz, Ch. 109);
(2) narratives of “deindustrialization” that
describe the loss of inner-city jobs and the as-
sociated rise of an urban underclass (Ehren-
reich, Ch. 35; Wilson, Ch. 37); (3) narratives
of “deunionization” that describe the loss of
middle-class unionized jobs and the emer-
gence of nonstandard forms of employment
(e.g., Piore, Ch. 56; Kalleberg, Ch. 58); (4)

narratives of “segmented assimilation” that



describe the relatively bleak prospects for at
least some new immigrant groups (Portes
and Zhou, Ch. 68; Waters, Ch. 69); (5) nar-
ratives of “opting out” that have highly
trained women eschewing stressful careers
in favor of recommitting to their children,
spouses, and domestic responsibilities (Belkin,
Ch. 78; cf. Boushey, Ch. 79); (6) narratives
of “essentialist segregation” that describe how
sex-typed occupational ghettos continue to
be built around presumed differences in male
and female aptitudes (Grusky and Levanon,
Ch. 87), (7) narratives of “nonconscious dis-
crimination” that refer to subtle internalized
prejudices that are especially difficult to ex-
tirpate (e.g., Correll, Benard, and Paik, Ch.
81; Reskin, Ch. 82); and (8) narratives of
“spatial segregation” that emphasize the
deeply institutionalized forces generating
racial enclaves (Massey and Denton, Ch. 38)
and poverty-stricken neighborhoods (Pebley
and Sastry, Ch. 39; Sampson and Morenoff,
Ch. 40). The key question of our time, and
one which remains largely unanswered by
the evidence of the last half-century, is
whether the forces for equality featured in
the “liberal theory” are strong enough to
overcome the above countervailing processes.
Although counternarratives of the more opti-
mistic sort are also being developed (e.g.,
Firebaugh, Ch. 110), these seem not to be as
frequently generated or as readily embraced,
and the proponents of such narratives tend
now to find themselves beleaguered, out-
numbered, and on the defensive.

Conclusions

We have fashioned the latter part of our re-
view around the subtle changes over the last
half-century in the types of narratives that so-
ciologists and other social scientists have ap-
plied to make sense of trends in inequality.
The narratives of the postwar period took on
a strikingly benign form in which the domi-
nant logics of history were understood as op-
erating in the main to reduce inequality. These
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benign narratives, which now mainly seem
naive and quaint, have been supplanted by a
host of new narratives that give far greater
weight to the forces making for inequality.

Has the pendulum swung too far? It is of
course child’s play to posit any number of
nonempirical sources of our fascination,
some might say obsession, with the pes-
simistic narrative. The following are perhaps
the most obvious of such accounts:

The Newsworthiness Account

If the postwar era of the benign narrative
was indeed one of across-the-board declines
in inequality, then a special incentive pre-
sumably emerged to ferret out results that
were inconsistent with the prevailing wis-
dom and hence would be regarded as news-
worthy. It is surely difficult to market analy-
ses and forge careers on the basis of
business-as-usual evidence. We might ask,
for example, whether the “digital divide”
emerged as a newsworthy topic because of
early evidence of a substantial divide. If in-
stead access to computing was found to be
equal, would we have quickly discarded the
topic and set off to find some other more
unequal outcome? This type of selection on
the dependent variable (i.e., inequality) will
create a research literature that exaggerates
how unequal the world is.

The “Moral Credentials” Account

It is well to bear in mind that the contempo-
rary academic, far from taking a vow of
poverty, is now firmly ensconced in the mid-
dle class, often the upper middle class. When
relatively privileged scholars study poverty
and disadvantage, they often feel a special
obligation to demonstrate a strong commit-
ment to amelioration and to display political
sentiments that are liberal, progressive, or
even radical. In some cases, this pressure may
motivate them to downplay any evidence of
decline in inequality or disadvantage, pre-
sumably out of concern that undue emphasis
on the progress achieved so far will make it
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appear that the remaining disadvantage is
taken as acceptable or unproblematic.

The “Obsession with Small

Differences” Account

The continuing diffusion of egalitarian val-
ues renders any departures from equality, no
matter how small, as problematic and news-
worthy. By this logic, even increasingly small
intergroup differences will attract much at-
tention, especially because ever more power-
ful models and statistical methods now make
it possible to tease them out.

If these nonempirical interpretations shouldn’t
be dismissed out of hand, nor should they be
taken too seriously. It is relevant in this regard
that many of the pessimistic narratives involve
indisputably dramatic changes in outcomes
(e.g., income) that were frequently studied well
before any reversal in the trendline was de-
tected. Although some of the pessimistic narra-
tives featured in this volume are still in incipi-
ent form and are not yet well researched, it will
of course be difficult to continue to maintain
these narratives should strong disconfirming
evidence turn up. The implication, then, is
that our exaggerated taste for pessimism might
conceivably lead us to cycle through a great
many pessimistic stories (and fail to develop
enough benign ones), but at least the usual
rules of evidence will have us excise egregiously
flawed narratives, no matter how benign or
pessimistic they may be.

NOTES

1. In fact, the term stratification has itself been
seen as anti-Marxist by some commentators (e.g.,
Duncan 1968), since it places emphasis on the verti-
cal ranking of classes rather than the exploitative re-
lations between them. The geological metaphor im-
plied by this term does indeed call attention to issues
of hierarchy. Nonetheless, whenever it is used in the
present essay, the intention is to refer generically to
inequality of all forms.

2. In some stratification systems, the distribution
of rewards can be described with a single matching
algorithm, since individuals receive rewards directly

rather than by virtue of the social positions that
they occupy. The limiting case here would be the
tribal economies of Melanesia in which “Big Men”
(Oliver 1955) secured prestige and power through
personal influence rather than through incumbency
of any well-defined roles (also see Granovetter
1981, pp. 12-14).

3. It goes without saying that the assets listed in
Table 1 are institutionalized in quite diverse ways.
For example, some assets are legally recognized by
the state or by professional associations (e.g., civil
rights, property ownership, educational credentials),
others are reserved for incumbents of specified work
roles (e.g., workplace authority), and yet others have
no formal legal or institutional standing and are re-
vealed probabilistically through patterns of behavior
and action (e.g., high-status consumption practices,
deference, derogation).

4, Tt is sometimes claimed that educational cre-
dentials are entirely investment goods and should
therefore be excluded from any listing of the primi-
tive dimensions underlying stratification systems
(e.g., Runciman 1968, p. 33). In evaluating this
claim, it is worth noting that an investment rhetoric
for schooling became fashionable only quite recently
(e.g., Becker 1975), whereas intellectuals and hu-
manists have long viewed education as a simple con-
sumption good.

5. This is not to gainsay the equally important
point that parents often encourage their children to
acquire such goods because of their putative benefits.

6. Although “native ability” is by definition estab-
lished at birth, it is often seen as a legitimate basis
for allocating rewards (because it is presumed to be
relevant to judgments of merit).

7. Although Pakulski and Waters (Ch. 107) use
the label postmodern in their analyses, other scholars
have invented such alternative terms as late moder-
nity, high modernity, or reflexive modernization (see
Giddens, Ch. 106; Beck and Lau, Ch. 108), and yet
others continue to use modernity on the argument
that the changes at issue are mere extensions of those
long underway. We frequently use the term postmod-
ern in this essay without intending to disadvantage
the analyses of those who prefer other labels.

8. The assumptions embedded in columns 4-6 of
Table 2 are clearly far-reaching. Unless a stratifica-
tion system is perfectly crystallized, its parameters
for inequality and rigidity cannot be represented as
scalar quantities, nor can the intercorrelations be-
tween the multiple stratification dimensions be eas-
ily summarized in a single parameter. Moreover,
even in stratification systems that are perfectly crys-
tallized, there is no reason to believe that persistence



over the life course (i.c., intragenerational persis-
tence) will always vary in tandem with persistence
between generations (i.c., intergenerational inheri-
tance). We have nonetheless assumed that each of
our ideal-typical stratification systems can be charac-
terized in terms of a single “rigidity parameter” (see
column 5).

9. This claim does not hold with respect to gen-
der. That is, women and men were typically assigned
to different roles, which led to consequent differ-
ences in the distribution of rewards.

10. It should again be stressed that our typology
by no means exhausts the variability of agrarian
stratification forms (see Kerbo 2000 for an extended
review).

11. The state elite was charged with constructing
and maintaining the massive irrigation systems that
made agriculture possible in regions such as China,
India, and the Middle East (cf. Anderson 1974, pp.
490-92).

12. This is not to suggest that feudalism can
only be found in the West or that the so-called
Asiatic mode is limited to the East. Indeed, the so-
cial structure of Japan was essentially feudalistic
until the mid-nineteenth century (with the rise of
the Meiji State), and the Asiatic mode has been
discovered in areas as diverse as Africa, pre-
Columbian America, and even Mediterranean Eu-
rope (see Godelier 1978). The latter “discoveries”
were of course predicated on a broad and ahistori-
cal definition of the underlying ideal type. As al-
ways, there is a tension between scholars who seck
to construct ideal types that are closely tied to his-
torical social systems and those who seck to con-
struct ones that are broader and more encompass-
ing in their coverage.

13. This economic interpretation of feudalism is
clearly not favored by all scholars. For example,
Bloch (1961, pp. 288-89) argues that the defining
feature of feudalism is the monopolization of author-
ity by a small group of nobles, with the economic
concomitants of this authority (e.g., land ownership)
thus being reduced to a position of secondary im-
portance. The “authority classes” that emerge under
his specification might be seen as feudal analogues to
the social classes that Dahrendorf (Ch. 10) posits for
the capitalist case.

14. In the so-called secondary stage of feudalism
(Bloch 1961), the obligations of serfs and free men
became somewhat more formalized and standard-
ized, yet regional variations of various sorts still
persisted.

15. It was not until the early fourteenth century
that states of the modern sort appeared in Europe.
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16. In describing this period of classical feudal-
ism, Bloch (1961) noted that “access to the circle of
knights . . . was not absolutely closed, [yet] the door
was nevertheless only very slightly ajar” (p. 325).

17. The Indian caste system flourished during the
agrarian period, yet it persists in attenuated form
within modern industrialized India.
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The Functions of Inequality

2 0 Kingsley Davis and Wilbert E. Moore

Some Principles of Stratification

In a previous paper some concepts for han-
dling the phenomena of social inequality
were presented.! In the present paper a fur-
ther step in stratification theory is under-
taken—an attempt to show the relationship
between stratification and the rest of the so-
cial order.? Starting from the proposition
that no society is “classless,” or unstratified,
an effort is made to explain, in functional
terms, the universal necessity which calls
forth stratification in any social system.

Throughout, it will be necessary to keep
in mind one thing—namely, that the discus-
sion relates to the system of positions, not to
the individuals occupying those positions. It
is one thing to ask why different positions
carry different degrees of prestige, and quite
another to ask how certain individuals get
into those positions. Although, as the argu-
ment will try to show, both questions are re-
lated, it is essential to keep them separate in
our thinking.

Most of the literature on stratification
has tried to answer the second question
(particularly with regard to the ease or dif-
ficulty of mobility between strata) without
tackling the first. The first question, how-
ever, is logically prior and, in the case of
any particular individual or group, factu-

ally prior.

The Functional Necessity of
Stratification

Curiously the main functional necessity ex-
plaining the universal presence of stratifica-
tion is precisely the requirement faced by any
society of placing and motivating individuals
in the social structure. As a functioning
mechanism a society must somehow distrib-
ute its members in social positions and in-
duce them to perform the duties of these po-
sitions. It must thus concern itself with
motivation at two different levels: to instill in
the proper individuals the desire to fill cer-
tain positions, and, once in these positions,
the desire to perform the duties attached to
them. Even though the social order may be
relatively static in form, there is a continuous
process of metabolism as new individuals are
born into it, shift with age, and die off. Their
absorption into the positional system must
somehow be arranged and motivated. This is
true whether the system is competitive or
non-competitive. A competitive system gives
greater importance to the motivation to
achieve positions, whereas a non-competitive
system gives perhaps greater importance to
the motivation to perform the duties of the
positions; but in any system both types of
motivation are required.

Kingsley Davis and Wilbert E. Moore. “Some Principles of Stratification,” American Sociological Review 10 (April
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If the duties associated with the various
positions were all equally pleasant to the
human organism, all equally important to
societal survival, and all equally in need of
the same ability or talent, it would make no
difference who got into which positions,
and the problem of social placement would
be greatly reduced. But actually it does
make a great deal of difference who gets
into which positions, not only because
some positions are inherently more agree-
able than others, but also because some re-
quire special talents or training and some
are functionally more important than oth-
ers. Also, it is essential that the duties of the
positions be performed with the diligence
that their importance requires. Inevitably,
then, a society must have, first, some kind
of rewards that it can use as inducements,
and, second, some way of distributing these
rewards differentially according to posi-
tions. The rewards and their distribution
become a part of the social order, and thus
give rise to stratification.

One may ask what kind of rewards a soci-
ety has at its disposal in distributing its per-
sonnel and securing essential services. It has,
first of all, the things that contribute to sus-
tenance and comfort. It has, second, the
things that contribute to humor and diver-
sion. And it has, finally, the things that con-
tribute to self-respect and ego expansion.
The last, because of the peculiarly social
character of the self, is largely a function of
the opinion of others, but it nonetheless
ranks in importance with the first two. In
any social system all three kinds of rewards
must be dispensed differentially according to
positions.

In a sense the rewards are “built into” the
position. They consist in the “rights” asso-
ciated with the position, plus what may be
called its accompaniments or perquisites.
Often the rights, and sometimes the ac-
companiments, are functionally related to
the duties of the position. (Rights as

viewed by the incumbent are usually duties
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as viewed by other members of the commu-
nity.) However, there may be a host of sub-
sidiary rights and perquisites that are not
essential to the function of the position and
have only an indirect and symbolic connec-
tion with its duties, but which still may be
of considerable importance in inducing
people to seek the positions and fulfill the
essential duties.

If the rights and perquisites of different
positions in a society must be unequal, then
the society must be stratified, because that is
precisely what stratification means. Social
inequality is thus an unconsciously evolved
device by which societies insure that the
most important positions are conscien-
tiously filled by the most qualified persons.
Hence every society, no matter how simple
or complex, must differentiate persons in
terms of both prestige and esteem, and must
therefore possess a certain amount of institu-
tionalized inequality.

It does not follow that the amount or type
of inequality need be the same in all soci-
eties. This is largely a function of factors that
will be discussed presently.

The Two Determinants of
Positional Rank

Granting the general function that inequality
subserves, one can specify the two factors
that determine the relative rank of different
positions. In general those positions convey
the best reward, and hence have the highest
rank, which (a) have the greatest importance
for the society and (b) require the greatest
training or talent. The first factor concerns
function and is a matter of relative signifi-
cance; the second concerns means and is a
matter of scarcity.

Differential Functional Importance. Actu-
ally a society does not need to reward posi-
tions in proportion to their functional im-
portance. It merely needs to give sufficient
reward to them to insure that they will be
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filled competently. In other words, it must
see that less essential positions do not com-
pete successfully with more essential ones. If
a position is easily filled, it need not be
heavily rewarded, even though important.
On the other hand, if it is important but
hard to fill, the reward must be high enough
to get it filled anyway. Functional impor-
tance is therefore a necessary but not a suf-
ficient cause of high rank being assigned to
a position.3

Differential Scarcity of Personnel. Practically
all positions, no matter how acquired, re-
quire some form of skill or capacity for per-
formance. This is implicit in the very notion
of position, which implies that the incum-
bent must, by virtue of his incumbency, ac-
complish certain things.

There are, ultimately, only two ways in
which a person’s qualifications come about:
through inherent capacity or through train-
ing. Obviously, in concrete activities both
are always necessary, but from a practical
standpoint the scarcity may lie primarily in
one or the other, as well as in both. Some
positions require innate talents of such
high degree that the persons who fill them
are bound to be rare. In many cases, how-
ever, talent is fairly abundant in the popu-
lation but the training process is so long,
costly, and elaborate that relatively few can
qualify. Modern medicine, for example, is
within the mental capacity of most individ-
uals, but a medical education is so burden-
some and expensive that virtually none
would undertake it if the position of the
M.D. did not carry a reward commensurate
with the sacrifice.

If the talents required for a position are
abundant and the training easy, the method
of acquiring the position may have little to
do with its duties. There may be, in fact, a
virtually accidental relationship. But if the
skills required are scarce by reason of the rar-
ity of talent or the costliness of training, the

position, if functionally important, must
have an attractive power that will draw the
necessary skills in competition with other
positions. This means, in effect, that the po-
sition must be high in the social scale—must
command great prestige, high salary, ample
leisure, and the like.

How Variations Are to Be Understood. In so
far as there is a difference between one sys-
tem of stratification and another, it is at-
tributable to whatever factors affect the two

of differential

namely, functional importance and scarcity

determinants reward—

of personnel. Positions important in one
society may not be important in another,
because the conditions faced by the soci-
eties, or their degree of internal develop-
ment, may be different. The same condi-
tions, in turn, may affect the question of
scarcity; for in some societies the stage of
development, or the external situation, may
wholly obviate the necessity of certain
kinds of skill or talent. Any particular sys-
tem of stratification, then, can be under-
stood as a product of the special conditions
affecting the two aforementioned grounds
of differential reward.

NOTES

1. Kingsley Davis, “A Conceptual Analysis of
Stratification,” American  Sociological ~Review.
7:309-321, June, 1942.

2. The writers regret (and beg indulgence) that
the present essay, a condensation of a longer study,
covers so much in such short space that adequate ev-
idence and qualification cannot be given and that as
a result what is actually very tentative is presented in
an unfortunately dogmatic manner.

3. Unfortunately, functional importance is diffi-
cult to establish. To use the position’s prestige to es-
tablish it, as is often unconsciously done, consti-
tutes circular reasoning from our point of view.
There are, however, two independent clues: (a) the
degree to which a position is functionally unique,
there being no other positions that can perform the
same function satisfactorily; (b) the degree to
which other positions are dependent on the one in



question. Both clues are best exemplified in orga-
nized systems of positions built around one major
function. Thus, in most complex societies the reli-
gious, political, economic, and educational func-
tions are handled by distinct structures not easily
interchangeable. In addition, each structure pos-
sesses many different positions, some clearly depen-
dent on, if not subordinate to, others. In sum,
when an institutional nucleus becomes differenti-
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ated around one main function, and at the same
time organizes a large portion of the population
into its relationships, the key positions in it are of
the highest functional importance. The absence of
such specialization does not prove functional
unimportance, for the whole society may be rela-
tively unspecialized; but it is safe to assume that the
more important functions receive the first and
clearest structural differentiation.

New Light on Old Issues

The Relevance of “Really Existing Socialist Societies”

for Stratification Theory

Scholars have long debated the causes, conse-
quences, and legitimacy of systems of social
inequality, with some defending them as nat-
ural, inevitable, or even divinely ordained,
and others challenging them as unnatural,
unnecessary, and immoral (Lenski 1966, ch.
1). In the twentieth century, the most impor-
tant challenges have come from groups and
individuals inspired, directly or indirectly, by
the work of Marx and his followers.

One does not need to look far in sociology
to see the impact of Marx’s vision and the con-
troversies it has created. As many have ob-
served, the long-running debate between func-
tionalists and their critics is, in many ways, a
debate over the merits of Marxism: Function-
alists maintain that economic inequality is
both necessary for societies and beneficial for
the vast majority of their members, whereas
their critics argue that it is neither.

Unfortunately, from the standpoint of our
understanding of the causes and conse-

quences of systems of stratification and the
merits of Marx’s ideas, the debate among so-
ciologists has focused almost entirely on the
experience of Western “capitalist” societies.!
Surprisingly little attention has been devoted
to the experience of the former Soviet re-
publics, Poland, East Germany before unifi-
cation, the once-united Czechoslovakia,
Hungary, the former Yugoslavia, Romania,
Bulgaria, Albania, China, Cuba, North
Korea, Vietnam, and other societies that
were or have been governed for extended pe-
riods by dedicated Marxists. Yet, as East Eu-
ropean sociologists have often pointed out in
recent years, these societies have provided a
unique set of laboratories for observing the
effects of “really existing socialism.”? They
allow us to observe socialist societies func-
tioning in the real world under real-life con-
ditions. In these societies, we can see what
actually happens when private ownership is
abolished and the emphasis in a society’s

Gerhard Lenski. “New Light on Old Issues: The Relevance of ‘Really Existing Socialist Societies” for Stratification
Theory,” in Social Stratification, 2nd Edition, edited by David B. Grusky, pp. 77-83. Copyright © 2001 by West-
view Press, Inc. Reprinted by permission of Westview Press, Inc., a member of the Perseus Books Group.
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system of rewards is shifted from material
incentives to moral incentives. Imperfect
though these tests have been, they shed
valuable new light on the causes and conse-
quences of inequalities in power and privi-
lege.? The results have been much too con-
sistent to be ignored or written off as simply
a matter of chance, and the consistency is
especially impressive when one considers
the great cultural diversity of the societies
involved.

For many years, Western sociologists could
justify their inattention to “really existing so-
cialist societies” because of the difficulties of
obtaining reliable data. By the early 1970s,
however, a sufficient body of evidence had
accumulated, and political conditions in a
number of Marxist societies had improved to
the point that one could, with some confi-
dence, begin to form a fairly accurate view of
a number of important aspects of the new
Marxist systems of stratification. On the
basis of materials available at the time, I con-
cluded in an earlier article (Lenski 1978) that
these “experiments in destratification” had
enjoyed their greatest successes in reducing
economic inequality: Differentials in wealth
and income appeared to be substantially less
in societies governed by Marxist elites than
in other societies. These successes were offset,
however, by two major failures: (1) Political
inequalities in these societies were enormous,
far greater than in any of the Western indus-
trial democracies, and (2) none of these soci-
eties had achieved anything remotely resem-
bling the critical transformation in human
nature that Marx had predicted would follow
the abolition of private property and would
lay the foundation for the subsequent evolu-
tion of societies from socialism to commu-
nism. These failures, I concluded, were due
in large measure to a critical flaw in Marxian
theory—its unrealistic assumptions about
human nature.

Looking back, I believe these conclusions
have stood the test of time fairly well. Of
course, information that has since emerged

and the wisdom of hindsight would lead me to
modify and extend them. For example, recent
revelations following the overthrow of the
Marxist regimes in Eastern Europe indicate
that the level of economic inequality in those
societies was greater than I was then aware. To
cite but three examples: (1) After the over-
throw of Todor Zhivkov, the Bulgarian public
and the rest of the world learned that during
his years in power he had acquired no fewer
than thirty separate homes for his personal use
and that he and other top Communist Party
leaders had accumulated millions of dollars in
secret foreign bank accounts (Laber 1990); (2)
the longtime Communist leader of Romania,
Nicolae Ceaugescu, amassed forty villas and
twenty palaces for himself and his family and
accumulated millions in Swiss bank accounts
at a time when the bulk of the population was
often living without heat or light (Washington
Post 1990); and (3) in East Germany, Erich
Honecker accumulated millions of dollars in
Swiss bank accounts by skimming profits from
arms sales to Third World nations, while shar-
ing with other top Communist Party leaders
exclusive private hunting preserves and other
luxuries that were denied to, and hidden from,
the rest of the population. Although it has long
been clear that Communist Party elites en-
joyed many privileges that were denied to oth-
ers (Matthews 1978), the extent of these privi-
leges has proved to be much greater than most
had supposed. That these were not merely
aberrations of East European Marxism is indi-
cated by non-European examples: In
Nicaragua, the villas and much of the other
property once owned by Anastasio Somoza
and his associates became the personal prop-
erty of top Sandinista leaders and their fami-
lies, while in China and Vietnam, Communist
Party elites continue to live in closed com-
pounds (similar to those in the former East
Germany) where living conditions are carefully
hidden from public scrutiny (Salisbury 1992).

At the other extreme, poverty in these soci-
eties was more widespread and more serious
than Western observers generally realized.



Reports by Soviet authorities in the late
1980s indicated that at least 20 percent of
the population was living at or below the of-
ficial poverty level (Fein 1989). Homeless-
ness was also reported to be a problem in
Moscow and other Soviet cities, while studies
in Hungary at the end of the Communist era
found that a quarter of the population was
living in poverty (Kamm 1989).

Despite these revelations, it still appears
that the level of economic inequality in
Marxist societies never equaled the level
found in Japan and most of the Western
democracies. Wealthy and privileged though
the Zhivkovs, Ceaugescus, and Honeckers
were by comparison with their fellow citi-
zens, the magnitude of their wealth never
compared with the great fortunes amassed by
leading Western and Japanese businessmen
and by oil-rich Middle Eastern leaders. Fur-
thermore, passing wealth on to the next gen-
eration has always been much more difficult
in Marxist societies than elsewhere, as the
unhappy experiences of the Leonid Brezhnev
family and others indicate.4

A more serious flaw in my earlier assess-
ment was its failure to anticipate the speed
and magnitude of the changes that lay ahead.
Although I anticipated that the gradual
process of political liberalization that began
after Stalin’s death would continue, and that
other changes would occur in response to
problems encountered and to the changing
needs and growing demands of a better edu-
cated population, I cannot pretend to have
foreseen the sudden collapse of Communist
Party hegemony, the rapid emergence of
multiparty systems, or the radical economic
changes that have occurred in most of East-
ern Europe.

The benefit of hindsight makes clear that
the internal, systemic problems of the com-
mand economies and one-party polities of
Marxist societies were far more serious than
most Western observers suspected. In fact, it
now appears that the greatest success of
Marxist regimes was their ability to dissimu-

New Light on Old Issues - 35

late—a success that was too often achieved
because of the readiness of large numbers of
Western journalists, scholars, and others to
accept glowing reports of socialist successes
uncritically (Hollander 1981; Fang 1990).
With the revelations that have followed in
the wake of the democratic revolutions in
Eastern Europe, we now know that the
economies of these societies had been stag-
nating for years and that much of the popu-
lation had become disaffected and hostile.
Worse yet, Marxism and Marxist elites had
lost whatever legitimacy they once enjoyed in
the minds of many people, especially intel-
lectuals and other opinion leaders and even
Party members. (Ironically, this was at a time
when Marxism was becoming increasingly
fashionable among Western intellectuals.)

These developments have great relevance
for our understanding of the causes and con-
sequences of inequality, since it seems that
many of the internal, systemic problems of
Marxist societies were the result of inade-
quate motivational arrangements of the sort
debated by stratification theorists such as
Davis and Moore (1945), Davis (1953),
and Tumin (1953). These problems were of
two basic types: (1) undermotivation of or-
dinary workers and (2) misdirected motiva-
tion of managers, bureaucrats, and other
decision-makers.

The first of these problems was summa-
rized succinctly years ago by East European
workers themselves who said, “They pretend
to pay us, and we pretend to work” (Dobbs
1981). The rewards for most kinds of work
simply did not justify anything more than
minimal, perfunctory effort (Shlapentokh
1989, ch. 2). Shoddy workmanship, sullen
workers, absenteeism, corruption, and bu-
reaucratic pathologies of various kinds came
to typify worker performance in Marxist so-
cieties (7he Economist 1988). These prob-
lems are present in every society to some de-
gree, but they became far more prevalent and
far more serious in the socialist economies of
Marxist societies than in most others. They
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became so serious, in fact, that they had de-
moralizing consequences for the vast major-
ity of citizens: endless hours spent in lines
queuing for merchandise that was either of
poor quality or in short supply, frequent con-
frontations with surly state employees, unsat-
isfactory housing, an inadequate health-care
system, and more. To add insult to injury,
most citizens became aware that a small mi-
nority of their fellows was exempted from
most of these problems: For them, there were
well-stocked stores with better quality mer-
chandise in ample supply and more respon-
sive employees, better housing, better health-
care facilities, better schools for their
children, second homes, and countless other
perks. Worse, this elite preached socialism
and the need for sacrifice while enjoying all
these special privileges.

To describe the conditions that developed
in these societies is to raise the question of
why the system failed so badly. What went
wrong, and why was the promise of free-
dom and affluence for the masses never
achieved?

For many years, Marxist elites in Eastern
Europe and their Western sympathizers ex-
plained away these problems on the grounds
of external factors: the historic backwardness
of Eastern Europe, the damage to the Soviet
economy caused by the civil war that fol-
lowed the 1917 revolution, and the hostility
of the Western democracies. Although there
was much truth to these claims, it has be-
come increasingly clear that internal, systemic
Jactors were also a major source of problems
for many years. By the late 1980s, this had
become obvious even to the leaders of these
societies, with many of them becoming ad-
vocates of change, and some abandoning
Marxism altogether.

Over the years, Marxist societies experi-
mented with a variety of incentive systems,
but the egalitarian nature of Marxist ideology
always led to substantial limitations on wage
differentials for the masses of workers.5 Over
time, however, the severity of these limita-

tions varied as Party elites attempted either
to improve the economic performance of
their societies or, alternatively, to conform
more closely to socialist principles. In a few
instances, in an excess of socialist zeal, wage
differentials were virtually eliminated: In
Czechoslovakia in the early 1960s, for exam-
ple, wage differences were reduced to the
point that engineers and highly skilled work-
ers earned only 5 percent more than un-
skilled workers. Because of this, large num-
bers of talented young people dropped out of
school, feeling that it was not worth the ef-
fort required and the income that would be
sacrificed to continue their education.
Morale problems also developed among
skilled workers, engineers, and other profes-
sionals. Within several years, problems had
become so acute that authorities were forced
to reverse themselves and increase rewards
for better educated and more highly skilled
workers. A similar crisis developed in the So-
viet Union in the early 1930s, forcing Stalin
to increase material incentives and wage dif-
ferentials substantially (Inkeles 1950), and
there is growing evidence that the economic
crisis in the Soviet Union of the 1980s devel-
oped initially in response to a process of wage
leveling begun under Brezhnev.

The chief reason for these problems ap-
pears to be a basic flaw in Marxist theory.
Writing in the nineteenth century, Marx was
heir to the eighteenth-century Enlighten-
ment view of human nature—an optimistic
view that saw the unattractive aspects of
human life as products of corrupting social
institutions that could be eliminated by ra-
tional social engineering. Whereas the
French philosophes blamed the defects in
human nature on the influence of church
and state, Marx saw private property as the
ultimate source of society’s ills: If it were
abolished, human nature would be trans-
formed. Once socialism was established and
the means of production were owned by all,
moral incentives could replace material in-
centives and workers would find work intrin-



sically rewarding (see also Tumin [1953] on
this point). They would work for the sheer
joy of working and for the satisfaction of
contributing to society’s needs, not simply to
earn a livelihood.

Unfortunately, the abolition of private
property failed to produce the happy trans-
formation in human nature that Marx antic-
ipated. On the contrary, freed from the fear
of unemployment and lacking adequate ma-
terial incentives, worker performance deteri-
orated and production stagnated or declined
in Marxist societies everywhere (Shlapen-
tokh 1989; The Economist 1988; Silk 1990;
Kamm 1989; Jones 1981; Scammel 1990;
Huberman and Sweezy 1967; Zeitlin 1970).
The most compelling evidence of this has
come from the two Germanys, which shared
a common cultural heritage that involved a
long tradition of worker pride. Yet by the
closing days of the German Democratic Re-
public, reports of slack work patterns were
widespread, and many East German workers
were quoted as expressing concern that they
would be unable to adapt to the more de-
manding standards of West German indus-
try. In 1990, at the twenty-eighth Commu-
nist Party congress in the Soviet Union,
President Mikhail Gorbachev’s close associ-
ate, Aleksandr Yakovlev, asserted that labor
productivity in capitalist South Korea was
substantially greater than in socialist North
Korea (New York Times News Service
1990). Tatiana Zaslavskaia, a leading Soviet
sociologist, found that as many as a third of
Soviet workers hated work and were unre-
sponsive to incentives of any kind (Shlapen-
tokh 1987).

But the motivational problems of Marxist
societies stemmed from more than faulty as-
sumptions about human nature. They were
also due to defective organizational arrange-
ments spawned by the command economies
of those societies. Lacking the system of au-
tomatic controls inherent in a market econ-
omy, economic planners were forced to de-
vise elaborate plans and assign production
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quotas for the managers of every enterprise.
To ensure fulfillment of these quotas, man-
agers were awarded bonuses for meeting or
exceeding them and were penalized severely
for any shortfall. One unanticipated conse-
quence of this seemingly rational procedure
was that managers acquired a strong incen-
tive to stockpile essential resources of every
kind—including labor (Kostakov 1989;
Smith 1976; Greenhouse 1989). Thus, labor
resources in these societies came to be used
very inefficiently; the result was that workers
became cynical about the value of what they
were called on to do.

Managers also developed a variety of other
unfortunate adaptations to central planning.
They learned, for example, that quantity, not
quality, was what their bosses, the central
planners, cared about (Parkhomovsky 1982).6
They also learned that production figures
could be inflated without much risk because
their bosses were also rewarded for good sta-
tistics and no one had any interest in seeing
if actual performance matched reported per-
formance (G. Medvedev 1989; Z. Medvedev
1990).

Finally, managers learned that there were
only minimal rewards for reinvestment and
for technological innovation. Lacking pres-
sures from direct economic competition,
Party leaders and planners failed to appreci-
ate the importance of continuous modern-
ization of their industrial plant. According to
one account, Soviet managers received
bonuses of 33 percent for fulfilling produc-
tion quotas but only 8 percent for fulfilling
the plan for new technology (7he Economist
1988, 11). Thus, because capital investment
and technological advance were badly ne-
glected, the command economies of Marxist
societies became less and less competitive in
world markets.”

All of this evidence seems to confirm
Davis’s (1953) assertion that successful incen-
tive systems involve (1) motivating the best
qualified people to seek the most important
positions and (2) motivating them to perform
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to the best of their ability once they are in
them. Marxist societies seem to have failed on
both counts, using political criteria primarily
both to allocate positions and to reward in-
cumbents (Voslensky 1984; Kennedy and
Bialecki 1989; Voinovich 1989).

The many malfunctions in the command
economies of Marxist societies raise the
question of whether they were more or less
inevitable consequences of the system itself.
This is a question of considerable impor-
tance, since command economies are not
confined to Marxist societies. The public
sector in every society functions as a com-
mand economy, and the public sector has
been expanding in most societies in recent
decades.

Although it is not possible to explore this
question in depth here, several observa-
tions are in order. First, a substantial ma-
jority of the citizens in most of the once so-
cialist societies of Eastern Europe rejected
the system when given the chance. Even
many Party leaders came to have little faith
in central planning and the command
economy. As one member of the Soviet
Congress of People’s Deputies said on the
floor of that body, his nation taught the
world a valuable lesson by testing, at great
cost to itself, what proved to be “an impos-
sible system of economic development”
(Zakharov 1990).

Second, there have been remarkable simi-
larities in the performance of command
economies in otherwise widely divergent
Marxist societies. Most of the pathologies
found in Eastern Europe—absenteeism,
poor work discipline, low levels of productiv-
ity, failure to reinvest in plants and to en-
courage innovation—have also been re-
ported in China, Cuba, and elsewhere.

Finally, many of these same problems are
also evident in the public sector of non-
Marxist societies. Government workers and
workers in state-owned Western enterprises
are widely perceived as less diligent, innova-
tive, enterprising, and responsive than work-

ers in private industry: Negative associations
with the term “bureaucrat” are almost as
strong in non-Marxist societies as in Marxist
ones. In addition, government agencies in
these societies are often noted for their ineffi-
cient use of human and other resources.
Managers in these bureaucracies often find
that they are more likely to maximize their
own rewards by expanding the size of the
work force and other resources under their
supervision (regardless of need) than by
using these resources efficiently.

Some observers have argued that the mas-
sive failures of the socialist economies of
Marxist societies in Eastern Europe and
elsewhere demonstrate the obvious superi-
ority of capitalism and indicate that the fu-
ture lies with capitalism. That conclusion,
however, seems unwarranted. As noted ear-
lier, even those societies that are usually re-
ferred to as “capitalist” have, in reality, very
mixed economies. To paraphrase Marx, they
are societies in which rewards are allocated
partly on the basis of need, partly on the
basis of work, and partly on the basis of
property. In short, they combine elements of
communism, socialism, and capitalism and
are the product of trial-and-error experi-
mentation guided, in large measure, by a
spirit of pragmatism. Mixed economies are
systems that recognize the need for material
incentives and acknowledge the benefits of
economic inequality. But they are also sys-
tems that recognize the necessity of allocat-
ing a part of the economic product on the
basis of need and most on the basis of
work.8 In short, the old view of societies as
being either capitalist or socialist seems in-
creasingly irrelevant.

Over time, an ever-increasing number of
societies and their leaders have accomplished
what scholarly theorists have so notably
failed to achieve: They have created a work-
able synthesis out of seemingly contradictory
principles of allocation. One of the urgent
tasks for students of inequality in the years
ahead will be to catch up with this new social



reality and create the kind of theoretical syn-
thesis that does justice to the economic syn-
thesis that has been created in most Western
democracies in recent decades. Too much of
stratification theory still resembles the work
of the proverbial blind men struggling to de-
scribe an elephant.

No real synthesis is likely to emerge, how-
ever, so long as students of stratification ig-
nore the crucial body of evidence that has ac-

cumulated concerning the effects on

motivation and productivity of the massive
experiments in destratification conducted in
the twentieth century by Marxist elites. In ef-
fect, these experiments have provided us with
far better evidence than any we have had be-
fore of the limits of what is possible in terms
of the reduction of differentials in wealth and
income. And although these tests cannot be
considered definitive, neither can they be
written off and ignored as most analysts have
done so far.

NOTES

I wish to thank Peter Bearman, David Grusky,
Michael Kennedy, and Anthony Oberschall for valu-
able suggestions concerning a prior draft of this
papet. They are, of course, in no way responsible for
flaws and errors in this final version.

1. I have qualified the label capitalist because all
Western industrial societies now have mixed
economies with substantial state controls over and
limitations on the rights of ownership.

2. The terms really existing socialism and really exist-
ing socialist societies were coined by East European soci-
ologists. Although the Marxist-Leninist societies, to
which the terms have been applied, represent but one
version of socialism, they are especially important for
stratification theory because the former leaders of these
societies were able to implement the basic socialist
principle of abolishing private property far more suc-
cessfully than socialists in Western Europe ever were.

3. Unfortunately, imperfect tests are a fact of life
in the social sciences. If the tests of Marxist theory
that are possible in Marxist societies fall short of the
scientific ideal, the same is true of almost every test
in the social sciences. To deny the relevance of evi-
dence from imperfect tests would be to deny the rel-
evance of most of what has been learned over the
years in the social sciences.
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4. Shortly after Brezhnev’s death, his son-in-law
was arrested and sentenced to prison on charges of
corruption.

5. The salaries of Party leaders were also kept
quite low, but they were compensated generously in
a variety of other ways.

6. Quality controls are far more likely when con-
sumers can choose among competing products.
When people must use their own money to purchase
goods and services, they are not nearly so willing to
accept inferior products as when they are using pub-
lic funds.

7. For example, only 23 percent of Soviet inven-
tions were put to use within two years of their date
of patenting, compared to 66 percent of American
inventions and 64 percent of West German (The
Economist 1988).

8. Internal Revenue Service data indicate that ap-
proximately 10 percent of U.S. GNP is allocated on
the basis of need (public health, welfare, and educa-
tion expenditures), 70 percent on work (wages and
salaries), and 20 percent on property (interest, rents,

dividends, capital gains) (Lenski 1984, 202).
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The Dysfunctions of Inequality

4 1 Melvin M. Tumin

Some Principles of Stratification

A Critical Analysis

The fact of social inequality in human soci-
ety is marked by its ubiquity and its antiq-
uity. Every known society, past and present,
distributes its scarce and demanded goods
and services unequally. And there are at-
tached to the positions which command un-
equal amounts of such goods and services
certain highly morally toned evaluations of
their importance for the society.

The ubiquity and the antiquity of such in-
equality has given rise to the assumption
that there must be something both in-
evitable and positively functional about such
social arrangements.

Clearly, the truth or falsity of such an as-
sumption is a strategic question for any
general theory of social organization. It is
therefore most curious that the basic
premises and implications of the assump-
tion have only been most casually explored
by American sociologists.

The most systematic treatment is to be
found in the well-known article by Kingsley
Davis and Wilbert Moore, entitled “Some
Principles of Stratification.”! More than
twelve years have passed since its publication,
and though it is one of the very few treat-
ments of stratification on a high level of gen-

eralization, it is difficult to locate a single sys-
tematic analysis of its reasoning. It will be the
principal concern of this paper to present the
beginnings of such an analysis.

The central argument advanced by Davis
and Moore can be stated in a number of se-
quential propositions, as follows:

1. Certain positions in any society are
functionally more important than oth-
ers, and require special skills for their
performance.

2. Only a limited number of individuals
in any society have the talents which
can be trained into the skills appropri-
ate to these positions.

3. The conversion of talents into skills in-
volves a training period during which
sacrifices of one kind or another are
made by those undergoing the training.

4. In order to induce the talented persons
to undergo these sacrifices and acquire
the training, their future positions must
carry an inducement value in the form
of differential, i.e., privileged and dis-
proportionate access to the scarce and

desired rewards which the society has to
offer.2

Melvin M. Tumin. “Some Principles of Stratification: A Critical Analysis,” American Sociological Review 18 (Au-

gust 1953), pp. 387-394.
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5. These scarce and desired goods consist
of the rights and perquisites attached
to, or built into, the positions, and can
be classified into those things which
contribute to (a) sustenance and com-
fort, (b) humor and diversion, (c) self-
respect and ego expansion.

6. This differential access to the basic re-
wards of the society has as a conse-
quence the differentiation of the pres-
tige and esteem which various strata
acquire. This may be said, along with
the rights and perquisites, to constitute
institutionalized social inequality, i.e.,
stratification.

7. Therefore, social inequality among dif-
ferent strata in the amounts of scarce
and desired goods, and the amounts of
prestige and esteem which they receive,
is both positively functional and in-
evitable in any society.

Let us take these propositions and examine
them seriatim.3

(1) Certain positions in any society are more
Sfunctionally important than others, and require
special skills for their performance.

The key term here is “functionally impor-
tant.” The functionalist theory of social orga-
nization is by no means clear and explicit
about this term. The minimum common ref-
erent is to something known as the “survival
value” of a social structure.4 This concept im-
mediately involves a number of perplexing
questions. Among these are: (a) the issue of
minimum vs. maximum survival, and the pos-
sible empirical referents which can be given to
those terms; (b) whether such a proposition is
a useless tautology since any status quo at any
given moment is nothing more and nothing
less than everything present in the status quo.
In these terms, all acts and structures must be
judged positively functional in that they con-
stitute essential portions of the status quo;
(c) what kind of calculus of functionality ex-
ists which will enable us, at this point in our

development, to add and subtract long- and
short-range consequences, with their mixed
qualities, and arrive at some summative judg-
ment regarding the rating an act or structure
should receive on a scale of greater or lesser
functionality? At best, we tend to make pri-
marily intuitive judgments. Often enough,
these judgments involve the use of value-laden
criteria, or, at least, criteria which are chosen
in preference to others not for any sociologi-
cally systematic reasons but by reason of cer-
tain implicit value preferences.

Thus, to judge that the engineers in a fac-
tory are functionally more important to the
factory than the unskilled workmen involves
a notion regarding the dispensability of the
unskilled workmen, or their replaceability,
relative to that of the engineers. But this is
not a process of choice with infinite time di-
mensions. For at some point along the line
one must face the problem of adequate moti-
vation for @/l workers at all levels of skill in
the factory. In the long run, some labor force
of unskilled workmen is as important and as
indispensable to the factory as some labor
force of engineers. Often enough, the labor
force situation is such that this fact is
brought home sharply to the entrepreneur in
the short run rather than in the long run.

Moreover, the judgment as to the relative
indispensability and replaceability of a partic-
ular segment of skills in the population in-
volves a prior judgment about the bargaining-
power of that segment. But this power is itself
a culturally shaped consequence of the existing
system of rating, rather than something in-
evitable in the nature of social organization.
At least the contrary of this has never been
demonstrated, but only assumed.

A generalized theory of social stratification
must recognize that the prevailing system of
inducements and rewards is only one of many
variants in the whole range of possible systems
of motivation which, at least theoretically, are
capable of working in human society. It is
quite conceivable, of course, that a system of
norms could be institutionalized in which the
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idea of threatened withdrawal of services, ex-
cept under the most extreme circumstances,
would be considered as absolute moral anath-
ema. In such a case, the whole notion of rela-
tive functionality, as advanced by Davis and
Moore, would have to be radically revised.

(2) Only a limited number of individuals
in any society have the talents which can be
trained into the skills appropriate to these po-
sitions (i.e., the more functionally important
positions).

The truth of this proposition depends at
least in part on the truth of proposition 1
above. It is, therefore, subject to all the limi-
tations indicated above. But for the moment,
let us assume the validity of the first proposi-
tion and concentrate on the question of the
rarity of appropriate talent.

If all that is meant is that in every society
there is a range of talent, and that some
members of any society are by nature more
talented than others, no sensible contradic-
tion can be offered, but a question must be
raised here regarding the amount of sound
knowledge present in any society concerning
the presence of talent in the population.

For in every society there is some demon-
strable ignorance regarding the amount of tal-
ent present in the population. And the more
rigidly stratified a society is, the less chance does
that society have of discovering any new facts
about the talents of its members. Smoothly
working and stable systems of stratification,
wherever found, tend to build-in obstacles to
the further exploration of the range of available
talent. This is especially true in those societies
where the opportunity to discover talent in any
one generation varies with the differential re-
sources of the parent generation. Where, for
instance, access to education depends upon the
wealth of one’s parents, and where wealth is
differentially distributed, large segments of the
population are likely to be deprived of the
chance even to discover what are their talents.

Whether or not differential rewards and
opportunities are functional in any one

generation, it is clear that if those differen-
tials are allowed to be socially inherited by
the next generation, then the stratification
system is specifically dysfunctional for the
discovery of talents in the next generation.
In this fashion, systems of social stratifica-
tion tend to limit the chances available to
maximize the efficiency of discovery, re-
cruitment and training of “functionally im-
portant talent.”s

Additionally, the unequal distribution of
rewards in one generation tends to result in
the unequal distribution of motivation in the
succeeding generation. Since motivation to
succeed is clearly an important element in
the entire process of education, the unequal
distribution of motivation tends to set limits
on the possible extensions of the educational
system, and hence, upon the efficient recruit-
ment and training of the widest body of
skills available in the population.6

Lastly, in this context, it may be asserted
that there is some noticeable tendency for
elites to restrict further access to their privi-
leged positions, once they have sufficient
power to enforce such restrictions. This is es-
pecially true in a culture where it is possible
for an elite to contrive a high demand and a
proportionately higher reward for its work by
restricting the numbers of the elite available
to do the work. The recruitment and train-
ing of doctors in the modern United States is
at least partly a case in point.

Here, then, are three ways, among others
which could be cited, in which stratification
systems, once operative, tend to reduce the
survival value of a society by limiting the
search, recruitment and training of function-
ally important personnel far more sharply
than the facts of available talent would appear
to justify. It is only when there is genuinely
equal access to recruitment and training for all
potentially talented persons that differential
rewards can conceivably be justified as func-
tional. And stratification systems are appar-
ently inherently antagonistic to the develop-
ment of such full equality of opportunity.
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(3) The conversion of talents into skills in-
volves a training period during which sacrifices
of one kind or another are made by those un-
dergoing the training.

Davis and Moore introduce here a con-
cept, “sacrifice,” which comes closer than any
of the rest of their vocabulary of analysis to
being a direct reflection of the rationaliza-
tions, offered by the more fortunate mem-
bers of a society, of the rightness of their oc-
cupancy of privileged positions. It is the least
critically thought-out concept in the reper-
toire, and can also be shown to be least sup-
ported by the actual facts.

In our present society, for example, what
are the sacrifices which talented persons un-
dergo in the training period? The possibly se-
rious losses involve the surrender of earning
power and the cost of the training. The latter
is generally borne by the parents of the tal-
ented youth undergoing training, and not by
the trainees themselves. But this cost tends to
be paid out of income which the parents
were able to earn generally by virtue of #heir
privileged positions in the hierarchy of strat-
ification. That is to say, the parents’ ability to
pay for the training of their children is part
of the differential reward they, the parents,
received for their privileged positions in the
society. And to charge this sum up against
sacrifices made by the youth is falsely to per-
petrate a bill or a debt already paid by the so-
ciety to the parents.

So far as the sacrifice of earning power by
the trainees themselves is concerned, the loss
may be measured relative to what they might
have earned had they gone into the labor mar-
ket instead of into advanced training for the
“important” skills. There are several ways to
judge this. One way is to take all the average
earnings of age peers who did go into the
labor market for a period equal to the average
length of the training period. The total in-
come, so calculated, roughly equals an
amount which the elite can, on the average,
earn back in the first decade of professional
work, over and above the earnings of his age

peers who are not trained. Ten years is proba-
bly the maximum amount needed to equalize
the differential.” There remains, on the aver-
age, twenty years of work during each of
which the skilled person then goes on to earn
far more than his unskilled age peers. And,
what is often forgotten, there is then still an-
other ten- or fifteen-year period during which
the skilled person continues to work and earn
when his unskilled age peer is either totally or
partially out of the labor market by virtue of
the attrition of his strength and capabilities.
One might say that the first ten years of
differential pay is perhaps justified, in order
to regain for the trained person what he lost
during his training period. But it is difficult
to imagine what would justify continuing
such differential rewards beyond that period.
Another and probably sounder way to
measure how much is lost during the train-
ing period is to compare the per capita in-
come available to the trainee with the per
capita income of the age peer on the un-
trained labor market during the so-called sac-
rificial period. If one takes into account the
earlier marriage of untrained persons, and
the earlier acquisition of family dependents,
it is highly dubious that the per capita in-
come of the wage worker is significantly
larger than that of the trainee. Even assum-
ing, for the moment, that there is a differ-
ence, the amount is by no means sufficient to
justify a lifetime of continuing differentials.
What tends to be completely overlooked,
in addition, are the psychic and spiritual re-
wards which are available to the elite trainees
by comparison with their age peers in the
labor force. There is, first, the much higher
prestige enjoyed by the college student and
the professional-school student as compared
with persons in shops and offices. There is,
second, the extremely highly valued privilege
of having greater opportunity for self-devel-
opment. There is, third, all the psychic gain
involved in being allowed to delay the as-
sumption of adult responsibilities such as
earning a living and supporting a family.
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There is, fourth, the access to leisure and
freedom of a kind not likely to be experi-
enced by the persons already at work.

If these are never taken into account as re-
wards of the training period it is not because
they are not concretely present, but because
the emphasis in American concepts of reward
is almost exclusively placed on the material
returns of positions. The emphases on enjoy-
ment, entertainment, ego enhancement,
prestige and esteem are introduced only
when the differentials in these which accrue
to the skilled positions need to be justified. If
these other rewards were taken into account,
it would be much more difficult to demon-
strate that the training period, as presently
operative, is really sacrificial. Indeed, it might
turn out to be the case that even at this point
in their careers, the elite trainees were being
differentially rewarded relative to their age
peers in the labor force.

All of the foregoing concerns the quality of
the training period under our present system
of motivation and rewards. Whatever may
turn out to be the factual case about the pre-
sent system—and the factual case is moot—
the more important theoretical question con-
cerns the assumption that the training period
under a7y system must be sacrificial.

There seem to be no good theoretical
grounds for insisting on this assumption.
For while under any system certain costs will
be involved in training persons for skilled
positions, these costs could easily be as-
sumed by the society-at-large. Under these
circumstances, there would be no need to
compensate anyone in terms of differential
rewards once the skilled positions were
staffed. In short, there would be no need or
justification for stratifying social positions
on these grounds.

(4) In order to induce the talented persons to
undergo these sacrifices and acquire the train-
ing, their future positions must carry an in-
ducement value in the form of differential, i.e.,
privileged and disproportionate access to the

scarce and desired rewards which the society has
to offer.

Let us assume, for the purposes of the dis-
cussion, that the training period is sacrificial
and the talent is rare in every conceivable
human society. There is still the basic problem
as to whether the allocation of differential re-
wards in scarce and desired goods and services
is the only or the most efficient way of recruit-
ing the appropriate talent to these positions.

For there are a number of alternative moti-
vational schemes whose efficiency and ade-
quacy ought at least to be considered in this
context. What can be said, for instance, on
behalf of the motivation which De Man
called “joy in work,” Veblen termed “instinct
for workmanship” and which we latterly
have come to identify as “intrinsic work sat-
isfaction”? Or, to what extent could the mo-
tivation of “social duty” be institutionalized
in such a fashion that self interest and social
interest come closely to coincide? Or, how
much prospective confidence can be placed
in the possibilities of institutionalizing “so-
cial service” as a widespread motivation for
seeking one’s appropriate position and fulfill-
ing it conscientiously?

Are not these types of motivations, we may
ask, likely to prove most appropriate for pre-
cisely the “most functionally important posi-
tions”? Especially in a mass industrial society,
where the vast majority of positions become
standardized and routinized, it is the skilled
jobs which are likely to retain most of the
quality of “intrinsic job satisfaction” and be
most readily identifiable as socially service-
able. Is it indeed impossible then to build
these motivations into the socialization pat-
tern to which we expose our talented youth?

To deny that such motivations could be in-
stitutionalized would be to overclaim our
present knowledge. In part, also, such a
claim would seem to derive from an assump-
tion that what has not been institutionalized
yet in human affairs is incapable of institu-
tionalization. Admittedly, historical experi-
ence affords us evidence we cannot afford to
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ignore. But such evidence cannot legiti-
mately be used to deny absolutely the possi-
bility of heretofore untried alternatives. So-
cial innovation is as important a feature of
human societies as social stability.

On the basis of these observations, it seems
that Davis and Moore have stated the case
much too strongly when they insist that a
“functionally important position” which re-
quires skills that are scarce, “must command
great prestige, high salary, ample leisure, and
the like,” if the appropriate talents are to be
attracted to the position. Here, clearly, the
authors are postulating the unavoidability of
very specific types of rewards and, by impli-
cation, denying the possibility of others.

(5) These scarce and desired goods consist of
the rights and perquisites attached to, or built
into, the positions, and can be classified into
those things which contribute to (a) sustenance
and comfort, (6) humor and diversion, (c) self-

7€$’P€Ct and ego expamion.

(6) This differential access to the basic rewards
of the society has as a consequence the differenti-
ation of the prestige and esteem which various
strata acquire. This may be said, along with the
rights and perquisites, to constitute institutional-
ized social inequality, i.e., stratification.

With the classification of the rewards offered
by Davis and Moore there need be little argu-
ment. Some question must be raised, however,
as to whether any reward system, built into a
general stratification system, must allocate
equal amounts of all three types of reward in
order to function effectively, or whether one
type of reward may be emphasized to the vir-
tual neglect of others. This raises the further
question regarding which type of emphasis is
likely to prove most effective as a differential
inducer. Nothing in the known facts about
human motivation impels us to favor one type
of reward over the other, or to insist that all
three types of reward must be built into the
positions in comparable amounts if the posi-
tion is to have an inducement value.

It is well known, of course, that societies
differ considerably in the kinds of rewards
they emphasize in their efforts to maintain a
reasonable balance between responsibility
and reward. There are, for instance, numer-
ous societies in which the conspicuous dis-
play of differential economic advantage is
considered extremely bad taste. In short, our
present knowledge commends to us the pos-
sibility of considerable plasticity in the way
in which different types of rewards can be
structured into a functioning society. This is
to say, it cannot yet be demonstrated that it
is unavoidable that differential prestige and
esteemn shall accrue to positions which com-
mand differential rewards in power and
property.

What does seem to be unavoidable is that
differential prestige shall be given to those in
any society who conform to the normative
order as against those who deviate from that
order in a way judged immoral and detri-
mental. On the assumption that the continu-
ity of a society depends on the continuity
and stability of its normative order, some
such distinction between conformists and
deviants seems inescapable.

It also seems to be unavoidable that in any
society, no matter how literate its tradition,
the older, wiser and more experienced indi-
viduals who are charged with the encultura-
tion and socialization of the young must
have more power than the young, on the as-
sumption that the task of effective socializa-
tion demands such differential power.

But this differentiation in prestige between
the conformist and the deviant is by no
means the same distinction as that between
strata of individuals each of which operates
within the normative order, and is composed
of adults. The latter distinction, in the form
of differentiated rewards and prestige be-
tween social strata, is what Davis and Moore,
and most sociologists, consider the structure
of a stratification system. The former distinc-
tions have nothing necessarily to do with the
workings of such a system nor with the effi-
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ciency of motivation and recruitment of
functionally important personnel.

Nor does the differentiation of power be-
tween young and old necessarily create differ-
entially valued strata. For no society rates its
young as less morally worthy than its older
persons, no matter how much differential
power the older ones may temporarily enjoy.

(7) Therefore, social inequality among differ-
ent strata in the amounts of scarce and desired
goods, and the amounts of prestige and esteem
which they receive, is both positively functional
and inevitable in any society.

If the objections which have heretofore been
raised are taken as reasonable, then it may be
stated that the only items which any society
must distribute unequally are the power and
property necessary for the performance of dif-
ferent tasks. If such differential power and
property are viewed by all as commensurate
with the differential responsibilities, and if they
are culturally defined as resources and not as re-
wards, then, no differentials in prestige and es-
teem need follow.

Historically, the evidence seems to be that
every time power and property are distrib-
uted unequally, no matter what the cultural
definition, prestige and esteem differentia-
tions have tended to result as well. Histori-
cally, however, no systematic effort has ever
been made, under propitious circumstances,
to develop the tradition that each man is as
socially worthy as all other men so long as he
performs his appropriate tasks conscien-
tiously. While such a tradition seems utterly
utopian, no known facts in psychological or
social science have yet demonstrated its im-
possibility or its dysfunctionality for the con-
tinuity of a society. The achievement of a full
institutionalization of such a tradition seems
far too remote to contemplate. Some succes-
sive approximations at such a tradition, how-
ever, are not out of the range of prospective
social innovation.

What, then, of the “positive functionality”
of social stratification? Are there other, nega-

tive, functions of institutionalized social in-
equality which can be identified, if only ten-
tatively? Some such dysfunctions of stratifi-
cation have already been suggested in the
body of this paper. Along with others they
may now be stated, in the form of provi-
sional assertions, as follows:

1. Social stratification systems function to
limit the possibility of discovery of the
full range of talent available in a soci-
ety. This results from the fact of un-
equal access to appropriate motivation,
channels of recruitment and centers of
training.

2. In foreshortening the range of available
talent, social stratification systems func-
tion to set limits upon the possibility of
expanding the productive resources of
the society, at least relative to what
might be the case under conditions of
greater equality of opportunity.

3. Social stratification systems function to
provide the elite with the political
power necessary to procure acceptance
and dominance of an ideology which
rationalizes the status quo, whatever it
may be, as “logical,” “natural” and
“morally right.” In this manner, social
stratification systems function as essen-
tially conservative influences in the so-
cieties in which they are found.

4. Social stratification systems function to
distribute favorable self-images un-
equally throughout a population. To
the extent that such favorable self-im-
ages are requisite to the development of
the creative potential inherent in men,
to that extent stratification systems
function to limit the development of
this creative potential.

5. To the extent that inequalities in so-
cial rewards cannot be made fully ac-
ceptable to the less privileged in a so-
ciety, social stratification systems
function to encourage hostility, suspi-
cion and distrust among the various
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segments of a society and thus to limit

the possibilities of extensive social

integration.

6. To the extent that the sense of signifi-
cant membership in a society depends
on one’s place on the prestige ladder of
the society, social stratification systems
function to distribute unequally the
sense of significant membership in the
population.

7. To the extent that loyalty to a society
depends on a sense of significant mem-
bership in the society, social stratifica-
tion systems function to distribute loy-
alty unequally in the population.

8. To the extent that participation and ap-
athy depend upon the sense of signifi-
cant membership in the society, social
stratification systems function to dis-
tribute the motivation to participate
unequally in a population.

Each of the eight foregoing propositions
contains implicit hypotheses regarding the
consequences of unequal distribution of re-
wards in a society in accordance with some
notion of the functional importance of vari-
ous positions. These are empirical hypothe-
ses, subject to test. They are offered here only
as exemplary of the kinds of consequences of
social stratification which are not often taken
into account in dealing with the problem.
They should also serve to reinforce the doubt
that social inequality is a device which is uni-
formly functional for the role of guarantee-
ing that the most important tasks in a society
will be performed conscientiously by the
most competent persons.

The obviously mixed character of the
functions of social inequality should come
as no surprise to anyone. If sociology is so-
phisticated in any sense, it is certainly with
regard to its awareness of the mixed nature
of any social arrangement, when the ob-
server takes into account long- as well as
short-range consequences and latent as well
as manifest dimensions.

Summary

In this paper, an effort has been made to raise
questions regarding the inevitability and pos-
itive functionality of stratification, or institu-
tionalized social inequality in rewards, allo-
cated in accordance with some notion of the
greater and lesser functional importance of
various positions. The possible alternative
meanings of the concept “functional impor-
tance” has been shown to be one difficulty.
The question of the scarcity or abundance of
available talent has been indicated as a prin-
cipal source of possible variation. The extent
to which the period of training for skilled
positions may reasonably be viewed as sacri-
ficial has been called into question. The pos-
sibility has been suggested that very different
types of motivational schemes might con-
ceivably be made to function. The separabil-
ity of differentials in power and property
considered as resources appropriate to a task
from such differentials considered as rewards
for the performance of a task has also been
suggested. It has also been maintained that
differentials in prestige and esteem do not
necessarily follow upon differentials in power
and property when the latter are considered
as appropriate resources rather than rewards.
Finally, some negative functions, or dysfunc-
tions, of institutionalized social inequality
have been tentatively identified, revealing the
mixed character of the outcome of social
stratification, and casting doubt on the con-
tention that

Social inequality is thus an unconsciously
evolved device by which societies insure that
the most important positions are conscien-
tiously filled by the most qualified persons.8

NOTES

The writer has had the benefit of a most helpful crit-
icism of the main portions of this paper by Professor
W. J. Goode of Columbia University. In addition, he
has had the opportunity to expose this paper to crit-
icism by the Staff Seminar of the Sociology Section



at Princeton. In deference to a possible rejoinder by
Professors Moore and Davis, the writer has not re-
vised the paper to meet the criticisms which Moore
has already offered personally.

1. American Sociological Review, 10 (April, 1945),
pp- 242-249. An eatlier article by Kingsley Davis,
entitled, “A Conceptual Analysis of Stratification,”
American Sociological Review, V1I (June, 1942), pp.
309-321, is devoted primarily to setting forth a vo-
cabulary for stratification analysis. A still earlier arti-
cle by Talcott Parsons, “An Analytical Approach to
the Theory of Social Stratification,” American Jour-
nal of Sociology, XLV (November, 1940), pp.
849-862, approaches the problem in terms of why
“differential ranking is considered a really funda-
mental phenomenon of social systems and what are
the respects in which such ranking is important.”
The principal line of integration asserted by Parsons
is with the fact of the normative orientation of any
society. Certain crucial lines of connection are left
unexplained, however, in this article, and in the
Davis and Moore article of 1945 only some of these
lines are made explicit.

2. The “scarcity and demand” qualities of goods
and services are never explicitly mentioned by Davis
and Moore. But it seems to the writer that the argu-
ment makes no sense unless the goods and services
are so characterized. For if rewards are to function as
differential inducements they must not only be dif-
ferentially distributed but they must be both scarce
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and demanded as well. Neither the scarcity of an
item by itself nor the fact of its being in demand is
sufficient to allow it to function as a differential in-
ducement in a system of unequal rewards. Leprosy is
scarce and oxygen is highly demanded.

3. The arguments to be advanced here are con-
densed versions of a much longer analysis entitled, Az
Essay on Social Stratification. Perforce, all the reasoning
necessary to support some of the contentions cannot
be offered within the space limits of this article.

4. Davis and Moore are explicitly aware of the dif-
ficulties involved here and suggest two “independent
clues” other than survival value. See footnote 3 on p.
244 of their article.

5. Davis and Moore state this point briefly on p.
248 but do not elaborate it.

6. In the United States, for instance, we are only
now becoming aware of the amount of productivity
we, as a society, lose by allocating inferior opportuni-
ties and rewards, and hence, inferior motivation, to
our Negro population. The actual amount of loss is
difficult to specify precisely. Some rough estimate can
be made, however, on the assumption that there is
present in the Negro population about the same
range of talent that is found in the White population.

7. These are only very rough estimates, of course,
and it is certain that there is considerable income
variation within the so-called elite group, so that the
proposition holds only relatively more or less.

8. Davis and Moore, 9p. cit., p. 243.
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Inequality by Design

Why do some Americans have a lot more
than others? Perhaps, inequality follows in-
evitably from human nature. Some people are
born with more talent than others; the first
succeed while the others fail in life’s competi-
tion. Many people accept this explanation,

but it will not suffice. Inequality is not fated
by nature, nor even by the “invisible hand” of
the market; it is a social construction, a result
of our historical acts. Americans have created
the extent and type of inequality we have, and
Americans maintain it.
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To answer the question of what explains in-
equality in America, we must divide it in two.
First, who gets ahead and who falls behind in
the competition for success? Second, what de-
termines how much people get for being
ahead or behind? To see more clearly that the
two questions are different, think of a ladder
that represents the ranking of affluence in a
society. Question one asks why this person
rather than that person ended up on a higher
or lower rung. Question two asks why some
societies have tall and narrowing ladders—
ladders that have huge distances between top
and bottom rungs and that taper off at the
top so that there is room for only a few peo-
ple—while other societies have short and
broad ladders—Iladders with little distance
between top and bottom and with lots of
room for many people all the way to the top.

The answer to the question of who ends
up where is that people’s social environ-
ments largely influence what rung of the
ladder they end up on.! The advantages and
disadvantages that people inherit from their
parents, the resources that their friends can
share with them, the quantity and quality of
their schooling, and even the historical era
into which they are born boost some up and
hold others down. The children of profes-
sors, our own children, have substantial
head starts over children of, say, factory
workers. Young men who graduated from
high school in the booming 1950s had
greater opportunities than the ones who
graduated during the Depression. Context
matters tremendously.

The answer to the question of why soci-
eties vary in their structure of rewards is
more political. In significant measure, soci-
eties choose the height and breadth of their
“ladders.” By loosening markets or regulating
them, by providing services to all citizens or
rationing them according to income, by sub-
sidizing some groups more than others, soci-
eties, through their politics, build their lad-
ders. To be sure, historical and external
constraints deny full freedom of action, but a
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substantial freedom of action remains. In a
democracy, this means that the inequality
Americans have is, in significant measure, the
historical result of policy choices Ameri-
cans—or, at least, Americans’ representa-
tives—have made. In the United States, the
result is a society that is distinctively un-
equal. Our ladder is, by the standards of af-
fluent democracies and even by the standards
of recent American history, unusually ex-
tended and narrow—and becoming more so.

To see how policies shape the structure of
rewards (i.e., the equality of outcomes), con-
sider these examples: Laws provide the
ground rules for the marketplace—rules cov-
ering incorporation, patents, wages, working
conditions, unionization, security transac-
tions, taxes, and so on. Some laws widen dif-
ferences in income and earnings among peo-
ple in the market; others narrow differences.
Also, many government programs affect in-
equality more directly through, for example,
tax deductions, food stamps, social security,
Medicare, and corporate subsidies.

To see how policies also affect which par-
ticular individuals get to the top and which
fall to the bottom of our ladder (i.e., the
equality of opportunity), consider these ex-
amples: The amount of schooling young
Americans receive heavily determines the
jobs they get and the income they make. In
turn, educational policies—what sorts of
schools are provided, the way school re-
sources are distributed (usually according to
the community in which children live),
teaching methods such as tracking, and so
on—strongly affect how much schooling
children receive. Similarly, local employment
opportunities constrain how well people can
do economically. Whether and where gov-
ernments promote jobs or fail to do so will,
in turn, influence who is poised for well-paid
employment and who is not.

Claiming that intentional policies have sig-
nificantly constructed the inequalities we
have and that other policies could change
those inequalities may seem a novel idea in



the current ideological climate. So many
voices tell us that inequality is the result of
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individuals’ “natural” talents in a “natural”
market. Nature defeats any sentimental ef-
forts by society to reduce inequality, they say;
such efforts should therefore be dropped as
futile and wasteful. Appeals to nature are
common and comforting. As Kenneth Bock
wrote in his study of social philosophy, “We
have been quick to seek explanations of our
problems and failures in what we are instead
of what we do. We seem wedded to the belief
that our situation is a consequence of our na-
ture rather than of our historical acts.”? In
this case, appeals to nature are shortsighted.

Arguments from nature are useless for an-
swering the question of what determines the
structure of rewards because that question
concerns differences in equality among soci-
eties. Theories of natural inequality cannot
tell us why countries with such similar ge-
netic stocks (and economic markets) as the
United States, Canada, England, and Sweden
can vary so much in the degree of economic
inequality their citizens experience. The an-
swer lies in deliberate policies.

Appeals to nature also cannot satisfactorily
answer even the first question: Why do some
individuals get ahead and some fall behind?
Certainly, genetic endowment helps. Being
tall, slender, good-looking, healthy, male,
and white helps in the race for success, and
these traits are totally or partly determined
genetically. But these traits matter to the de-
gree that society makes them matter—deter-
mining how much, for example, good looks
or white skin are rewarded. More important
yet than these traits are the social milieux in
which people grow up and live.

Realizing that intentional policies account
for much of our expanding inequality is not
only more accurate than theories of natural
inequality; it is also more optimistic. We are
today more unequal than we have been in
seventy years. We are more unequal than any
other affluent Western nation. Intentional
policies could change those conditions, could
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reduce and reverse our rush to a polarized so-
ciety, could bring us closer to the average in-
equality in the West, could expand both
equality of opportunity and equality of result.

Still, the “natural inequality” viewpoint is a
popular one. Unequal outcomes, the best-
selling Bell Curve argues, are the returns from
a fair process that sorts people out according
to how intelligent they are.3 But The Bell
Curve’s explanation of inequality is inade-
quate. The authors err in assuming that
human talents can be reduced to a single,
fixed, and essentially innate skill they label
intelligence. They err in asserting that this
trait largely determines how people end up
in life. And they err in imagining that indi-
vidual competition explains the structure of
inequality in society. . . .

Disparities in income and wealth, [other] an-
alysts argue, encourage hard work and saving.
The rich, in particular, can invest their capital
in production and thus create jobs for all.4 This
was the argument of “supply-side” economics
in the 1980s, that rewarding the wealthy—for
example, by reducing income taxes on returns
from their investments—would stimulate
growth to the benefit of all. The 1980s did not
work out that way, but the theory is still influ-
ential. We could force more equal outcomes,
these analysts say, but doing so would reduce
living standards for all Americans.

Must we have so much inequality for over-
all growth? The latest economic research
concludes #oz; it even suggests that inequal-
ity may retard economic growth. In a de-
tailed statistical analysis, economists Torsten
Persson and Guido Tabellini reported finding
that, historically, societies that had more in-
equality of earnings tended to have lower,
not higher, subsequent economic growth.
Replications by other scholars substantiated
the finding: More unequal nations grew less
quickly than did more equal societies.’. . .

This recent research has not demonstrated
precisely how greater equality helps economic
growth,6 but we can consider a few possibili-
ties. Increasing resources for those of lower
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income might, by raising health, educational
attainment, and hope, increase people’s abili-
ties to be productive and entrepreneurial. Re-
ducing the income of those at the top might
reduce unproductive and speculative spend-
ing. Take, as a concrete example, the way
American corporations are run compared
with German and Japanese ones. The Ameri-
can companies are run by largely autonomous
managers whose main responsibility is to re-
turn short-term profits and high stock prices
to shareholders and—because they are often
paid in stock options—to themselves as well.
Japanese and German managers are more like
top employees whose goals largely focus on
keeping the company a thriving enterprise.
The latter is more conducive to reinvesting
profits and thus to long-term growth.”? What-
ever the mechanisms may be, inequality ap-
pears to undermine growth. Americans cer-
tainly need not feel that they must accept the
high levels of inequality we currently endure
in order to have a robust economy.

A related concern for Americans is whether
“leveling” stifles the drive to get ahead. Amer-
icans prefer to encourage Horatio Alger striv-
ing and to provide opportunities for everyone.
Lincoln once said “that some would be rich
shows that others may become rich.”8 Many,
if not most, Americans believe that inequality
is needed to encourage people to work hard.®
But, if so, how much inequality is needed?

For decades, sociologists have been compar-
ing the patterns of social mobility across soci-
eties, asking: In which countries are people
most likely to overcome the disadvantages of
birth and move up the ladder? In particular,
does more or less equality encourage such an
“open” society? The answer is that Western so-
cieties vary little in the degree to which chil-
dren’s economic successes are constrained by
their parents’ class positions. America, the
most unequal Western society, has somewhat
more fluid intergenerational mobility than do
other nations, but so does Sweden, the most
equal Western society.!® There is no case for
encouraging inequality in this evidence, either.
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In sum, the assumption that considerable
inequality is needed for, or even encourages,
economic growth appears to be false. We do
not need to make a morally wrenching
choice between more affluence and more
equality; we can have both. But even if such
a choice were necessary, both sides of the de-
bate, the “altruists” who favor intervention
for equalizing and the supposed “realists”
who resist it, agree that inequality can be
shaped by policy decisions: Wittingly or un-

wittingly, we choose our level of inequality.
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Inequality, Too Much of a

As the title of this essay suggests, I believe in-
equality has both positive and negative ef-
fects. On the positive side, differential re-
wards provide incentives for individuals to
work hard, invest, and innovate. On the neg-
ative side, differences in rewards that are un-
related to productivity—those that result
from racial discrimination, for example—are
corrosive to civil society and cause resources
to be misallocated. Even if discrimination did
not exist, however, income inequality is prob-
lematic in a democratic society if those who
are privileged use their economic muscle to
curry favor in the political arena and thereby
secure monopoly rents or other advantages.
Moreover, for several reasons discussed in the
next section, poverty and income inequality
create negative externalities.! Consequently, it
can be in the interest of the wealthy as well as
the poor to raise the incomes of the poor, es-
pecially by using education and training as a
means for redistribution.

The term inequality is often used rather
loosely and can be a lightning rod. Some
have argued that only extreme poverty is a
concern. Others have argued that the gap in

Good Thing

income or wealth between the well off and
the poor is a concern. Yet others have argued
that the rapid growth in income disparity be-
tween the richest of the rich and everyone
else is an issue. I will argue that, for various
reasons elaborated below, all of these forms
of inequality are of concern to contemporary
American society, and that America has
reached a point at which, on the margin, ef-
ficiently redistributing income from rich to
poor is in the nation’s interest.

A theme of my contribution to this debate
is that societies must strike a balance between
the beneficial incentive effects of inequality
and the harmful welfare-decreasing effects of
inequality. The optimal balance will differ
across societies and time, but too much in-
equality can be harmful in any society, just as
too much equality can suppress innovation
and drive. . ..

Why Care about Rising Inequality?

Philosophers have argued about income in-
equality and social justice for centuries. I will
sidestep most of that debate. What follows is

Alan B. Krueger. “Inequality, Too Much of a Good Thing,” in Inequality in America, edited by Benjamin M.
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a thumbnail sketch of reasons why I think it
is in our interest for U.S. public policy to try
to restore a more balanced distribution of in-
come in the country. Because such a conclu-
sion fundamentally rests on one’s values as
well as an empirical view of the world, I will
touch lightly on these reasons. Suffice it to
say that I hope there are enough arguments
here to persuade the reader that it is worth
considering using education and training as
part of an overall strategy to reduce income
inequality in America.

Philosophy

As Atkinson (1983) observes, “different prin-
ciples of justice lead to quite different views
about inequality” (p. 5). Principles of justice
provide guidelines for society’s welfare func-
tion, and with a welfare function for a par-
ticular society, economists could judge the
distribution of inequality in that society
against the optimal level. The rub, of course,
is that the welfare function in a society is 7ot
observable and depends on philosophical ar-
guments that are not testable. In addition,
one has the Arrow impossibility theorem?
with which to contend. Consequently, ap-
pealing to philosophical arguments can never
be universally dispositive.

Principles of social justice can be divided
into those that focus on fair exchange start-
ing from a just distribution of endowments,
and those that focus on the equality of out-
comes. Rawls invites readers to arrive at a
theory of justice by selecting the principles
they would desire if they were choosing such
principles in an original position behind a
veil of ignorance, unaware of their standing
in society or initial endowment of talents. He
argues that in this case the social justice that
would be desired would involve two princi-
ples: one protecting liberties and the other
providing for an egalitarian distribution of
opportunities and material goods. This leads
him to a maximin welfare function in which
the well-being of the worst off in society

should be as high as possible. Interestingly,

Adam Smith arrived at a somewhat similar
conclusion nearly two hundred years eatlier,
positing that “[n]o society can surely be
flourishing and happy, of which the far
greater part of the members are poor and
miserable. It is but equity, besides, that they
who feed, clothe and lodge the whole body
of the people, should have such a share of the
produce of their own labour as to be them-
selves tolerably well fed, clothed and lodged”
(Smith 1776, 110-111).

Nozick (1974) questions whether a theory
of justice can be based on the distribution of
outcomes. Using the analogy of fans who are
willing to pay a fee to watch Wilt Chamber-
lain play basketball—an updated analogy
might substitute Shaquille O’Neal—Nozick
argues that “no end-state principle or distrib-
utional patterned principle of justice can be
continuously realized without continuous in-
terference with people’s lives” (p. 163). Who
could complain about Wilt Chamberlain’s ex-
orbitant salary if it results from rational
choices? Nozick also raises the issue of the ad-
verse incentive effects Rawls’s theory of justice
would have on the acquisition of talent.

Religion

I would argue that religious beliefs provide as
strong (or weak) a justification for views to-
ward society’s implicit welfare function as do
philosophical reflections behind a veil of igno-
rance. Indeed, I would go further and say that
religious tenets reflect the demand for equality
among the public. If people did not adhere to
the basic tenets of their religion, they would
not practice or would eventually change faiths.
Thus, long-standing religious views toward
inequality provide something of a revealed-
preference argument.3 And with regard to
wealth inequality, the world’s major religions
are united in favoring redistribution of wealth
toward the poor. Robert Nelson (1991), for
example, observes that “Roman Catholicism
has traditionally instilled a strong concern for
the poor; in the Middle Ages the church itself
provided much of the care for the indigent.



The welfare state today similarly accomplishes
substantial internal redistribution with the ap-
proval of many of the wealthier contributing
members of the community” (p. 326). The
Jewish Siddur advises followers to “Be just to
the poor and the orphan; Deal righteously
with the afflicted and the destitute” and com-
ments, “Happy are they who are thoughtful of
the needy; In time of trouble may the Lord
Keep them from harm.” And the Koran criti-
cizes the egoism of the rich inhabitants of
Mecca and urges believers in Islam to support
poor people, orphans, and captives. Islam re-
quires five major obligations of its followers,
including zakat, an obligatory contribution to
the needy (which today is implemented in the
form of a tax).

Enlightened Self-Interest

Another line of argument for achieving and
maintaining a2 minimum level of equality
rests on self-interest. If wide disparities in in-
come or education create negative externali-
ties for a majority of people, then it clearly is
in the self-interest of members of society to
reduce those disparities. Individuals acting
on their individual preferences (e.g., paying
to see Shaquille O’Neal play basketball) will
not internalize these externalities. What
might such externalities be? An incomplete
list would involve the following.

¢ More-educated voters make the democ-
ratic process work better. First, people
with more education are more likely to
be informed and more likely to partici-
pate in democracy. Second, more-in-
formed citizens are likely (though not
guaranteed) to make better decisions. For
the latter reason, even a devout defender
of free markets like Milton Friedman
(1982) can be found supporting a mini-
mum compulsory level of education.

* Available evidence suggests a link be-
tween crime and inequality (e.g.,
Ehrlich 1973; Freeman 1983, 1995;
and Imrohoroglu, Merlo, and Rupert

Inequality, Too Much of a Good Thing — 55

2001). Other things being equal, the
incentive for those with limited market
opportunities to commit property
crimes rises as inequality increases.
From the criminal’s perspective, the po-
tential gain from crime is higher if in-
equality is higher, and the opportunity
cost is lower. Society can devote more
resources to crime prevention and in-
carceration, or to reducing inequality.

* Society is not willing to allow citizens
to be totally destitute, to fall below
some minimum level of basic con-
sumption when it comes to food or
health care (see, e.g., Pauly 1971). By
providing those likely to have low in-

skills,

thereby raising their future earnings,

comes with therefore, and
society can reduce the cost of providing
transfer payments later on. . . .

* Nelson and Phelps (1966) and Romer
(1990) model the level of education in
asociety as generating positive external-
ities for economic growth, although
empirical support for this model is

mixed (see Krueger and Lindahl 2001).

Low Wages, Imperfect Monitoring,

and Public Safety

In an advanced economy, people are con-
nected via markets in a myriad of ways. Em-
ployee performance can be monitored only
imperfectly. If an employee performs poorly
because he or she feels poorly compensated,
others may suffer as a result of his or her poor
performance. The tragic events of September
11th, for example, highlighted the importance
of paying baggage screeners better wages.

Market Failure

More generally, market failures could lead
the distribution of income in a society to be
suboptimal. Credit constraints, for example,
might prevent children from poor families
from investing adequately in education.
Monopsony power on the part of employers
might enable firms to pay workers less than
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the value of their marginal products.4 Statis-
tical discrimination might lead to lower-
than-optimal investment in education for
discriminated-against groups (e.g., Lundberg

and Startz 1983).

Efficient Policy Changes

Another type of externality could arise in the
political arena in a society if income inequality
in that society is viewed as excessive. Treaties
to reduce international trade barriers offer an
example. A policy that reduces trade barriers
undoubtedly will increase national income in
the society that enacts it. However, there will
be winners and losers from such a policy. If
some segments of society feel that they have
not benefited from developments in the econ-
omy, then they are unlikely to support efforts
to reduce trade barriers. I am not talking here
just about the losers from the trade barrier re-
duction policy specifically, who are usually
few in number and concentrated in a handful
of industries. Instead, views toward free trade
seem to be class related. For example, Blendon
etal. (1997) find that 72 percent of those with
less than a college education say one reason
the U.S. economy is not doing better is that
“companies are sending jobs overseas,”
whereas only 53 percent of college graduates
agree with the same statement, and just 6 per-
cent of American Economic Association
members. Less-educated people are also less
likely than those with more education to re-
spond in the survey that trade agreements are
good for the economy. I suspect that one rea-
son Presidents (George W.) Bush and Clinton
had difficulty securing fast-track authority for
the passage of trade agreements is that large
segments of the public perceived that they
would lose from free trade, an inference that
they drew because they had seen their real in-
comes stagnate or decline over the previous
twenty years while trade expanded. Although
I suspect trade has had little to do with rising
wage inequality in the United States, it is un-
derstandable why so many people would draw
such an inference.

Unless the public perceives that it will ben-
efit from more efficient policies, there is little
reason to suspect it will support such poli-
cies, and with 94 percent of income growth
accruing to the top 1 percent of the U.S.
population since 1973, it is understandable
why the American public might be a little
skeptical that it gained from past changes
such as expanded trade.

Money Buys Influence

Economists at least since Adam Smith have
fretted that wealthy merchants and manufac-
turers would be led by self-interest to seek
government regulation and privilege to pro-
tect their monopoly position, thereby pre-
venting the invisible hand from working its
magic. Money buys access and influence in
politics. It also buys influence through think
tanks. A negative consequence of the skewed
distribution of income in the United States is
that some individuals have much more polit-
ical influence than others.

Benabou (2000) develops a formal model
in which the progressivity of educational
funding and taxation is endogenous. He
shows that the political influence of the
wealthy interacts with income inequality to
block efficient progressive policies or impose
inefficient regressive ones. When income in-
equality is high, he finds, the wealthy are
more likely to block efficiency-enhancing pro-
grams that would improve educational op-
portunities for the less well off.

Growth and Income Inequality

Persson and Tabellini (1994) develop a model
of economic growth in which income inequal-
ity negatively influences growth through the
political process. In their model, income in-
equality leads to policies that do not protect
property rights and therefore do not allow full
private appropriation of the returns from in-
vestment. A growing body of cross-country
and cross-state studies have estimated the rela-
tionship between initial income inequality

and subsequent GDP growth.> Although at-



tributing causality is difficult in these studies,
the correlation between income inequality
and growth is negative, conditional on vari-
ables like initial GDP per capita and average
education. Two-stage least-squares estimates
that use variables such as initial literacy and
infant mortality as instruments for income in-
equality also show an inverse relationship be-

tween GDP growth and such inequality.

Health and Income Inequality

One common argument [ will #oz make con-
cerns health and income inequality. Wilken-
son (1996), for example, argues that average
health is negatively affected by the societal
level of income inequality. The evidence in
support of this view, however, is far from
compelling (see, e.g., Smith 1999 and
Deaton 2001), although Eibner and Evans
(2002) provide evidence that relative depri-
vation affects health, and a large body of evi-
dence finds that a person’s own income level
is related to his or her health.

Winner-Take-All Inefficiency in
Superstar Markets

Frank and Cook (1996) argue that techno-
logical changes have facilitated a shift to su-
perstar markets in many top-paying profes-
sions. The reward received by the one who
finishes first is much greater than the reward
received by the also-rans. They lament that
this shift is inefficient and inequitable, caus-
ing too many students to pursue careers in
law, finance, and consulting at the expense of
more socially beneficial fields such as engi-
neering, manufacturing, civil service, and
teaching. The winner-take-all society engen-
dered by this shift may create the same type
of misallocation of talent that Murphy,
Shleifer, and Vishny (1991) attribute to rent
seeking. To some extent, income inequality
probably leads to legions of tax lawyers and
lobbyists who look for ways to help wealthy
clients avoid taxation. Frank and Cook be-
lieve that superstar markets have led to inef-
ficient investment and wasteful competition.
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Although I think we are at little risk of be-
coming a nation of Tonya Hardings, there
may be something to the argument that su-
perstar salaries provide perverse incentives
and unnecessary competition in some sectors
and divert some workers from pursuing more
socially rewarding careers.

Public Preference
Last but not least, I would surmise that a ma-
jority of the public demands a certain amount
of equality and is particularly supportive of
using education and training to achieve more
equality of outcomes. A survey of 1,001 adults
by Lake, Snell, Perry & Associates in July 2000
posed the following request to respondents: “I
am going to read some different ways the gov-
ernment can help poor Americans find and
keep good jobs. For each, please tell me if you
strongly support, somewhat support, some-
what oppose, or strongly oppose this idea.”
Fully 90 percent supported “helping to pay for
education and job training for people leaving
welfare.” Similarly, a Gallup poll sponsored by
General Motors in May 1998 asked the fol-
lowing free-form question: “Just your opinion,
in what ways do you think the government
should help the poor?” By far, the top two re-
sponses were providing better/more affordable
education (38 percent) and providing job
training/skills training (29 percent). The next-
highest response was providing more jobs/job
opportunities, at 16 percent. Only 5 percent of
those surveyed cited lowering taxes as a way
the government might assist poor people.
Even when given an explicit choice of lower
taxes, the public prefers education and train-
ing. A CBS News poll in September 1999,
for example, asked 1,376 respondents,
“Which comes closer to your view? Govern-
ment should provide tools to help families
better their lives, such as education and job
training programs. The best thing that gov-
ernment can do for families is to cut taxes and
allow individual families to decide for them-
selves how to allocate their money.” Fifty-five
percent of respondents said the first statement
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more closely reflected their views, whereas
only 42 percent replied that the second state-
ment came closer to what they believed.

Wrapping Up

In supporting minimum schooling, Milton
Friedman (1982) argued that “[a] stable and
democratic society is impossible without a
minimum degree of literacy and knowledge
on the part of most citizens and without wide-
spread acceptance of some common set of val-
ues” (p. 86). I would argue that inequality
could grow so extreme that it eventually jeop-
ardizes any type of “widespread acceptance” of
a democratic capitalist society that might be
established. This leads me to agree with Victor
Fuchs (1979): “For me the key word is bal-
ance, both in the goals that we set and in the
institutions that we nourish in order to pursue
these goals. I value freedom and justice and ef-
ficiency, and economics tells me that I may
have to give up a little of one goal to insure
the partial achievement of others” (p. 180).

Targeted Education and Training:
Part of the Solution

In a perfect world, children from all families
would invest in educational resources up to
the point that their marginal return equaled
their discount rate, and all families would
have equal access to credit and discount in-
vestments at the same prevailing rate. The
evidence suggests, however, that education
decisions are not made in a perfect world.
Children from poor families behave as if they
have higher discount rates. The most plausi-
ble explanations for this phenomenon are
that poor families are credit constrained (i.e.,
cannot borrow at the same rate as everyone
else), or that they discount future benefits of
human capital investments at a higher than
market rate because they are impatient, have
a greater disutility of schooling, or fail to ap-
preciate the benefits of education. Of these
possible explanations, credit constraints have
received the most attention in the literature,

because students cannot easily use the return
on their future human capital as collateral to
borrow for human capital investments. This
may be a reason for discount rates to vary.
Poor families face different borrowing costs
than rich ones.

The following five observations are consis-
tent with the view that low-income families
face credit constraints when it comes to edu-
cation. First, Ellwood and Kane (2000) find
that when the return to college education in-
creased in the 1980s, four-year college enroll-
ment increased for children from all quartiles
of the income distribution except the bottom
one. Second, Behrman and Taubman (1990)
find that the timing of parental income mat-
ters for children’s educational attainment.
Using data from the Panel Study of Income
Dynamics (PSID), they find that father’s in-
come earned when children are teenagers has
a stronger effect on children’s educational at-
tainment than income earned later on. Third,
Shea (2000) looks at the effect on children’s
human capital of differences in parental in-
come emanating from noncompetitive fac-
tors, such as employment in a high-paying
union job or industry. Wage differences for
reasons such as these arguably are indepen-
dent of parents’ ability. Shea finds that family
income matters for children’s human capital
investment in a sample of low-income fami-
lies, but not for the broader population. He
concludes that this finding is consistent with
the idea that the accumulation of observable
skills by poverty sample fathers may have
been suboptimal due to liquidity constraints.
Fourth, Bjérklund and Jantti (1997) find
stronger family income effects on children’s
outcomes in the United States than in Swe-
den, which provides much more generous ed-
ucational subsidies than the United States.
Fifth, the reaction of college enrollment to
changes in tuition, especially at the two-year-
college level, is substantially larger than the
reaction of college enrollment to equivalent,
present-value changes in the payoff to educa-

tion (see Kane 1999).



Although it is possible to construct compli-
cated explanations of the above findings that
are consistent with all families’ having equal
access to credit—and I suspect part of the as-
sociation between education and parental in-
come reflects intergenerational transmission
of ability and motivation for schooling, as
Cameron and Heckman (2001) argue—
Occam’s razor and common sense suggest that
families have different access to credit. For ex-
ample, some families borrow for college costs
by accumulating debt on their credit cards at
exorbitant rates, whereas others tap into their
family finances or take out home equity loans
that are given tax-preferred treatment.

One does not have to resort to theoretical
assumptions or indirect tests of credit con-
straints, however, to support the view that re-
distribution of wealth via targeted education
and training is desirable. /z is clear that re-
turns to education and training are at least as
big at the bottom of the income distribution as
at the top. | have presented evidence else-
where (Krueger 2003) that the social return
from investment in education and training
for poor children, from infancy through
early adulthood, is at least as great as the so-
cial return from investments in education
and training in the general public.

A theme that emerges from my survey of
the evidence (see Krueger 2003) is that the
real rate of return from investment in various
education and training programs for the dis-
advantaged is 6 to 11 percent. This range ap-
plies to a diverse set of programs, ranging
from preschool to Job Corps to conventional
K-12 public schools. To put this figure in
perspective, note that the historical real rate
of return on the stock market has been calcu-
lated at 6.3 percent (Burtless 1999). So in-
vestment in human capital for the disadvan-
taged seems to yield at least as great a return
as investment in the equity market. Also, be-
cause there is not currently universal access
to most of the educational and training pro-
grams, and many willing participants are
thus turned away, I would argue that the re-
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turns estimated from various evaluations re-
viewed below would approximately apply if
the programs were greatly expanded to ac-
commodate more participants. . . .

I would emphasize that I do not envision
investment in human capital development as
the sole component of a program to address
the adverse consequences of income inequal-
ity. It is part of the solution, not the whole
solution. In principle, the optimal govern-
ment policy regarding income inequality
would employ multiple instruments, up to
the point at which the social benefit per ad-
ditional dollar of cost of each instrument is
equal across the instruments.

NOTES

1. In referring to “negative externalities,” Krueger
is claiming that decisions resulting in poverty and
inequality are made without taking into account the
full costs of those decisions, just as decisions by firms
to pollute are often made without those firms having
to bear the full costs of such decisions (e.g., the so-
cial costs of the resulting asthma).—EDS.

2. The Arrow impossibility theorem refers in this
context to the impossibility of devising a “fair” pro-
cedure for translating individual preferences about
how much inequality should be allowed into a col-
lective decision about how much inequality should
be allowed —EDS.

3. The simple point that Krueger is making here is
that consumers of religion are, by virtue of their de-
cision to consume, revealing a taste for the egalitar-
ian doctrines of most major religions.—EDS.

4. When workers face a single employer to whom
they can sell their labor, that employer has “monop-
sony power” that makes it possible to offer wages
that are lower than would be predicted in competi-
tive markets.—EDS.

5. The GDP (Gross Domestic Product) is the
total value of the final goods and products produced

in a year within a country—EDS.
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Why Is Income Inequality Increasing?

7 1 Martina Morris and Bruce Western

Inequality in Earnings
Trends and Implications

Ironically, as some sociologists were debating
whether social classes had finally withered
away (e.g., Clark and Lipset 1991), earnings
inequality in the United States quietly started
to grow again. Median income declined and
the distribution of income grew markedly
more unequal during the last three decades
of the twentieth century, reversing a long
trend of earnings growth and equalization.
Writers in economics and the popular press
described, analyzed, and debated this new
trend. Sociologists, on the other hand, were,
and to a large extent remain, remarkably
silent about it. We have continued to address
trends in the earnings “gaps” (by gender and
race) or focus on poverty alone, leaving the
broader trends—stagnation in earnings levels
and growing polarization in earnings distrib-
utions—to others. We have continued to
study how people are allocated to positions
in the earnings distribution, rather than the
structure of those positions. If the structure
had been stable, a narrow focus on allocation
might be justifiable. But this has been a pe-
riod of pervasive economic restructuring,
and the impact on earnings distributions
both within and between groups has been

profound. Sociological theory provides a rich
framework for understanding the broad
changes now underway, and we offer this
essay as a challenge to the field to critically
evaluate the evidence and provide a sociolog-
ically informed response.

According to Simon Kuznets (1955), in-
equality should not be rising in the late
twentieth-century United States. The Kuznets
curve predicts that economic development
has an inverted U-shaped relationship to in-
equality. Inequality first rises as capital is
concentrated in the hands of investors, then
falls as economic development generates
widespread prosperity. For much of this cen-
tury, in fact, inequality followed the Kuznets
path. Earnings inequality peaked on the eve
of the Great Depression, then began a long
secular decline.! Postwar prosperity was
marked by a rise in median earnings and sta-
bility in earnings inequality. The annual in-
come of the median worker more than dou-
bled from 1950 to 1970, with those at the
bottom of the earnings scale making even
greater progress. It was, as many observed in
chastened hindsight, a rising tide that lifted
all boats. These trends reversed in the early

This is a commissioned chapter that draws heavily on material in a previous publication (Martina Morris and Bruce

Western, “Inequality in Earnings at the Close of the Twentieth Century,” Annual Review of Sociology 25, pp. 623-657.
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Figure 1. The lines trace the real value of wages at each decile relative to the value in 1973. Sample
is all workers, from the CPS Outgoing Rotation Group File. The data can be obtained online at
http://www.epinet.org/datazone/data/orghourlyxoffs_all.xls. For more analysis of these data see

Bernstein and Mishel (1997).

1970s. Median earnings stabilized in 1973
and then began to decline. In 1980, earnings
inequality began to rise rapidly. The net re-
sult of these two trends was that by the early
1990s, nearly 80 percent of workers earned
less than their counterparts in the 1960s.2
Although there appeared to be a small uptick
in median wages in the last years of the
1990s, it will take decades to make up the
losses.

Data from the Current Population Survey
(CPS) show these trends in terms of hourly
wages (Figure 1).% Each line in the figure rep-
resents the dollar value of the wage decile
cutoff indexed to its value in 1973. The line
for decile 1, for example, represents the rela-
tive wage earned by the worker at the tenth
percentile of the wage distribution over time.
If we follow it across the graph, we can see
that workers in this decile saw their real
wages rise slightly from the mid-1970s to the
beginning of the 1980s, fall precipitously
during the 1980s, and continue to decline at

a lower rate during the 1990s. By 1996,

wages for these workers had fallen about 13
percent in real terms (and by 20 percent if
the sample is restricted to men). Wages at the
median (fifth decile) stagnated through most
of the 1970s and 1980s, then fell sharply in
the 1990s, losing a total of about 10 percent
over the two decades. Only those at the top
(ninth decile) experienced some wage gains,
arise of about 5 percent, with most of the in-
crease coming in the late 1980s.
Comparative data suggest that among in-
dustrialized countries, only the United King-
dom experienced a similar growth in wage in-
equality. In France, Germany, and Italy, the
earnings ratio of the first to the fifth decile
among men declined or remained stable. And
while British wage inequality grew, it was dri-
ven by gains at the top, not losses at the bot-
tom.4 The broad stagnation of living stan-
dards coupled with a collapse of wages at the
bottom is thus a peculiarly American disease,
at least among the industrialized democracies.
So the American story since the 1970s is
not that the rich got richer and the poor got



poorer, but that virtually everyone lost
ground, and those at the bottom lost the
most. Although mean trends differ by race
and sex, all groups experienced a rise in
within-group inequality. This leads to a set of
research questions that breaks out of the
usual “wage-gap” framework and begins to
address the general issue of changes in labor
market dynamics. We review below supply-
side, demand-side, and institutional accounts

of change.

Supply-Side Accounts

On the supply side, the labor force expanded
by more than 44 million workers from 1950 to
1980, a 70 percent increase. The baby boom,
rising women’s labor force participation, and
growing immigration all increased the share of
workers with little work experience, tenure or
education. Although a rising supply of “un-
skilled” workers seems like a natural explana-
tion for falling wages at the bottom of the dis-
tribution, the evidence suggests little role for
most of these supply-side changes:

1. The baby boom generation, born be-
tween 1946 and 1964, entered the
workforce from 1964 to 1982, a period
when earnings of low-wage workers
held relatively steady. The dramatic de-
cline in wages at the bottom occurred
during the entry of the subsequent
“baby bust” cohort, which should in-
stead have benefited from the shrinking
labor supply.

2. From 1950 to 1994, the fraction of
women working for pay increased from
34 percent to 59 percent. Despite this
increase in supply, women’s wages rose
at every decile of the distribution. Oc-
cupational segregation also remained
high, indicating the persistence of
largely separate labor markets for men
and women and suggesting that the im-
pact of women’s entry on men’s wages

was probably small.
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3. Immigration, and in particular the
rapid influx of Asians and Latin Ameri-
cans following the 1965 Amendments
to the Immigration and Nationality
Act, is the one supply-side effect that
finds some support in the data. Studies
find a substantial impact of immigra-
tion on the rise in the wage differential
between high school dropouts and
graduates.

On the boundary between supply and de-
mand explanations lies the debate over the
role of education and “skill.” Despite a rising
supply of workers with a college education,’
their relative wages began to rise in the mid-
1980s. This came to be called a “rise” in the
college premium, but it was almost entirely
driven by the collapse in the earnings of high
school graduates and dropouts. Initially, the
growth in the education wage gap was attrib-
uted to a trade-induced decline in domestic
demand for high school-educated workers
driven by the relocation of manufacturing to
less-developed countries. However, conflict-
ing findings led to the rise of an alternative
hypothesis: a rising demand for skill driven
by “skill-biased technological change.” The
proponents of this argument claim that com-
puterization of the workplace and other tech-
nological advances increased the demand for
high-skill workers well beyond the increase
in supply. One study reported that computer
use at work raised earnings by as much as 19
percent. Critics countered with an analysis
showing that the use of pencils and “sitting
while working” had similarly strong effects.
Despite the continuing weakness of the em-
pirical evidence, skill-biased technological
change remains the dominant explanation
among labor economists for the increase in
earnings inequality.

Demand-Side Accounts

The structure of the labor market also
changed substantially during the postwar
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boom years. Restructuring took two forms:
continuing decline in manufacturing em-
ployment leading to the rise of a “service
economy” and an increase in market-medi-
ated employment relations that featured out-
sourcing, subcontracting, and temporary,
contingent, and part-time work contracts.
The trend toward growing employment in
the service sector and shrinking employment
in manufacturing has continued almost lin-
early since the 1940s, and by the mid-1990s
the service sector accounted for more than
80 percent of total employment. Service sec-
tor jobs have traditionally paid less, offered
fewer benefits, and relied more on part-time
employment. Still, there was no sharp in-
crease in deindustrialization in the 1970s or
1980s that would account for the sharp
changes in earnings during these decades. In
addition, inequality is growing within the
sectors, not simply between them, and de-
clines in manufacturing wages were also sub-
stantial. So the simpler versions of the dein-
dustrialization thesis have been discarded.
The “good jobs—bad jobs” debate has there-
fore been refocused in recent years, noting
that high- and low-road employment strate-
gies are being used together, not only within
industries, but even within firms. This shifts
attention to the trends in the system of em-
ployment relations often referred to as the
“internal labor market.” Cost reduction be-
came an important basis of competition dur-
ing the 1970s, and internal labor markets
became a prime target because they are in-
flexible and expensive to maintain. The wave
of “downsizing” that took place during the
late 1980s and 1990s heralded this change.
Still, the size of the shift to market-mediated
employment is unclear. One study finds that
contingent work rose from about 25 percent
of employment in 1980 to 35 percent by the
end of the decade. Other estimates have been
more conservative, ranging from 5 percent to
17 percent of the labor force by the end of
the decade. Although the shift to market-

mediated employment may not be as rapid

or revolutionary as some scholars have sug-
gested, the rise in job instability is well docu-
mented now, and it has been linked to the
declining wages of workers who are not col-
lege educated.

Institutional Accounts

Market explanations have dominated re-
search on rising inequality, but supply and
demand are clearly mediated by institutional
constraints. Relatively fewer studies have ex-
amined the role of institutional changes, and
those that have focus chiefly on the mini-
mum wage and unions. Both appear to ex-
plain part of the decline in wages at the bot-
tom of the distribution. The federal minimum
wage was frozen at $3.35/hour from 1980 to
1990. Although less than 10 percent of the
working population typically makes the min-
imum wage, one estimate attributes about 17
percent of the growth in the gap between the
wages of college graduates and high school
dropouts to the freeze. The 1990 increase is
estimated to have reduced the previous
decade’s growth in wage inequality by about
30 percent. The decline in unionization may
also have played a role. In 1970, unions rep-
resented about 27 percent of all wage and
salary earners in the United States; by 1993
only 15 percent. When a job change is ac-
companied by the loss of union status, the
wage penalty is on the order of 20 percent
after controlling for other worker characteris-
tics. Some studies suggest that the decline in
union density may account for about 20 per-
cent of the overall rise in male wage inequal-
ity and as much as 50 percent of the rise for
male blue-collar workers. As with other po-
tential explanatory factors, however, there is
also evidence of increasing earnings inequal-
ity among union members.

An increasingly “globalized” economy pro-
vides the context in which all of these trends
have emerged. Imports from less developed
countries (LDCs) are typically produced by
low-skill labor, and LDC imports increased



by 75 percent between 1978 and 1990. Low-
wage imports may be an important cause of
declining demand for low-skill U.S. workers,
but here again the empirical evidence is
mixed. Capital mobility may also raise in-
equality by diverting investment to countries
with low-wage labor, thus reducing labor de-
mand in higher-wage countries. In contrast
to the theory, however, spending on new
plants and equipment overseas by U.S.
multinationals has been a declining propor-
tion of total U.S. economic activity.

The Future of Inequality

What does the future hold for earnings in-
equality in America? That will depend in
part on the underlying causal factors and in
part on the public response to the current
trends. As the review above suggests, the
trends are at least now well documented, but
there is little consensus on the causal forces.
What is clear is that the simplistic Kuznets
curve cannot adequately represent the trends
in contemporary inequality, if, indeed, it ever
was adequate. Local earnings dynamics in-
creasingly reflect the intersection of national
political forces and the growing global reach
of capital. At the most basic level, it is a ques-
tion of whether markets or politics will have
the upper hand in earnings determination. If
market forces dominate, we would expect
that the lower and middle classes will con-
tinue to lose the benefits of unionization, in-
ternal labor markets, and minimum wage
laws, thus producing an increasingly bipolar
society as the inequality-reducing institu-
tional reforms of New Deal capitalism erode.
Under this scenario, the United States is not
becoming like Western Europe, which is
likely to bear the continuing imprint of its
more deeply institutionalized welfare capital-
ism, but rather like South America and East-
ern Europe, with their (sometimes militarily
enforced) laissez-faire systems.

The relocation of manufacturing jobs to
less-industrialized and lower-wage countries
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has led some to predict that the United
States and other highly industrialized coun-
tries will evolve into homogeneously high-
skill (and, presumably, low-inequality) labor
markets.

However, this view could only be seen
from an ivory tower. Over 80 percent of the
U.S. labor force is already employed in the
service sector. If this sector holds the clues to
our future, then wage stagnation and polar-
ization will clearly continue. Many of the
lowest paid, least challenging jobs—cashiers,
sales persons, truck drivers, receptionists, and
information clerks—are in the service sector.
They will never be exported. These particular
jobs are also in the top 10 in terms of pro-
jected employment growth, led, at number
one, by cashiers.

Cross-national variation in earnings in-
equality, however, makes it clear that distri-
butional trends are not driven by a single
logic of, say, capitalist development or post-
industrialism. Other countries face similar
pressures from global markets and structural
change, but have maintained a level of equal-
ity that is unknown in the United States. The
difference is in politics, not markets. It is pos-
sible, therefore, to use political institutions
to reverse the trends in wage decline and po-
larization. To the extent that rising inequality
in U.S. earnings can be traced to institutional
change—and these are the explanations with
the most consistent empirical support—in-
equality is likely to persist. Institutional change
tends to be slow, and trends in institutional
change are reversed even more slowly. The
prospects for a reversal in declining union or-
ganization, for example, are dim. Job growth
in the nonunion sector of the economy is so
rapid that the maintenance of current levels
of private sector unionization would require
organizing efforts unprecedented in the post-
war period. Despite the massive redistribu-
tion of income and wealth to those at the
top, there seems to be little political support
for institutional changes that would reverse
these trends.
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Why is it, then, that the decline and polar-
ization of earnings has occasioned so little
political response among the population at
large? There are many possible reasons. One
is that most people now rely on two incomes
to support a family, so that individual earn-
ings losses are masked by income pooling.
Another is the explosion of consumer credit,
which makes it possible for many to buy
what they can no longer afford. Finally, po-
litical apathy may be one of the by-products
of a high level of inequality. As those at the
bottom of the income distribution feel in-
creasingly remote from the mainstream,
alienation from politics grows, election
turnout declines, and the public sphere
shrinks to include just the affluent. The con-
stituency for redistribution vanishes. In this
scenario, graphically detailed by Massey in
his provocative 1996 presidential address to
the Population Association of America, the
persistence of high inequality seems espe-
cially likely. The analysis may seem bleak,
but it is supported by research that shows
that political participation, political informa-
tion, membership in voluntary associations,
and a host of other indicators of political ef-
ficacy depend closely on income. The rise in
inequality could thus become self-sustaining.

Sociology clearly has an important role to
play in understanding the recent trends in
economic inequality. It is not just a question
of earnings, but of fundamental changes in
politics, markets, and life chances. The cur-
rent earnings trends challenge us to rethink
our disciplinary perspective and reintegrate
our theoretical and empirical agenda, or else
lose the heart of our field to other disciplines.

NOTES

1. Here and throughout, detailed keys to the liter-
ature are provided by Morris and Western (1999).
Other summaries of the literature include Levy and
Murnane (1992) and Danziger and Gottschalk
(1993; 1995). Comparative trends in earnings in-
equality are described in OECD (1996, ch. 6).

2. The precise figure depends on the measure used
to adjust for inflation, and this is a hotly contested
issue.

3. There are at least four different measures of
economic well-being that can be examined here:
hourly wages, annual earnings, household total earn-
ings, and wealth. All show the same basic pattern,
with pronounced rises in inequality. We show hourly
wages here because they do not confound labor sup-
ply components, such as hours worked and income
pooling, with labor pricing. Wages thus better repre-
sent the job structure.

4. Inequality does appear to be on the rise in post-
socialist economies, although the quantitative evi-
dence here is less reliable. The forces making for
such change are, at least on the surface, very differ-
ent than those at work in the United States, except
insofar as one understands them as proceeding from
“marketization” in its various forms (e.g., de-union-
ization, deregulation of wages).

5. About 25 percent of the 25-34-year-old popu-
lation had a four-year college degree in 1995.
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The Evolution of Top Incomes
A Historical and International Perspective

This chapter summarizes the main findings
and perspectives emerging from a collective
research project on the dynamics of income
and wealth distribution. The primary objec-
tive of this project is to construct a high-
quality, long-run, international database on
income and wealth concentration, using his-
torical tax statistics. The resulting database
now includes annual series covering most of
the twentieth century for a number of
(mostly Western) countries.

The main motivation for this project
comes from a general dissatisfaction with ex-
isting income inequality databases. Existing
international databases display little homo-
geneity over time or across countries. They
cover only a few isolated years per country,
generally restricted to the post-1970 or post-
1980 period. They almost never offer any
decomposition of income inequality into a
labor-income and a capital-income compo-
nent. Economic mechanisms can be very
different for the distribution of labor in-
come (demand and supply of skills, labor
market institutions, etc.) and the distribu-
tion of capital income (capital accumula-
tion, credit constraints, inheritance law and
taxation, etc.), so that it is difficult to test
any of these mechanisms using existing data.
The fact that existing data are not long run
is also problematic, because structural
changes in income and wealth distribution
often span several decades. In order to prop-
erly understand such changes, one needs to

be able to put them into broader historical
perspective.

Our database also suffers from important
limitations. In particular, our long-run series
are generally confined to top income and
wealth shares and contain little information
about bottom segments of the distribution.
However, our data are annual, long-run time
series; they are fairly homogenous across
countries; and they are also broken down by
income source. Hence, they offer a unique
opportunity to understand the dynamics of
income and wealth distribution and the in-
terplay between inequality and growth.

Constructing a New Database

Household income surveys did not exist
prior to 1950. The only data source that is
consistently available on a long-run basis is
tax data. Most Western countries have pub-
lished annual tax statistics since the begin-
ning of income taxation, about a century
ago. Those statistics generally report the cor-
responding number of taxpayers for a large
number of income brackets, as well as their
total income and tax liability. The statistics
usually provide the breakdown by income
source: capital income, wage income, busi-
ness income, etc. Using population census
data, one can estimate the total number of
tax units, had everybody been required to file
a tax return, and determine the number of
returns in top fractile groups such as the top

Thomas Piketty and Emmanuel Saez. “The Evolution of Top Incomes: A Historical and International Persepec-

tive,” American Economic Review 96 (2006), pp. 200-205.
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10 percent, 1 percent, etc. One can then use
standard Pareto interpolation techniques to
compute thresholds and average incomes
corresponding to each of those top groups.
Top income shares series are obtained by di-
viding top income series by total personal in-
come. This denominator can be computed
using aggregate income sources (national ac-
counts and their ancestors). The denomina-
tor is adjusted to represent, as closely as pos-
sible, total personal income reported on tax
returns had everybody been required to file.
There are two important limitations with
such data.

First, prior to World War II, the propor-
tion of individuals subject to progressive in-
come taxation in most countries rarely ex-
ceeded 10 percent, so that one can compute
only top-decile income share series (and
above) for the entire period.

Second, the data are based on income re-
ported for tax purposes, so they might not
reflect real income because of tax evasion
(fraudulent underreporting or nonreporting)
or tax avoidance (using legal means to
repackage reported incomes in order to re-
duce tax liability). The extent of tax evasion
or tax avoidance is possibly related to the
level of taxes, the enforcement of the tax law,
and the legal tax environment. Therefore,
when using tax data to study top incomes, it
is necessary to analyze the tax structure at the
same time in order to tell real changes in in-
come concentration from changes due to tax
avoidance or evasion following a tax reform.
This aspect is likely to be even more impor-
tant in the case of developing countries
where tax enforcement is weaker and tax
avoidance and evasion are likely to be key de-
terminants of reported top incomes.

Top Income Shares Results

Figure 1, panel A, presents the income share of
the top decile in the United States from 1917
to 2002. The overall pattern of the top decile
share over the century is U-shaped. The share
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Figure 1. Top Income Shares in the United
States, 1913-2002

Note: Income is defined as market income, excluding
government transfers and realized capital gains.

Source: Piketty and Saez (2003) and Atkinson and Piketty
(2006).

of the top decile fluctuates around 40 to 45
percent during the interwar period. It declines
substantially to just above 30 percent during
World War II and stays flat at 31 to 32 percent
until the 1970s. Such an abrupt decline cannot
easily be reconciled with a Kuznets-type
process. After decades of stability in the post-
war period, the top decile share has increased
dramatically over the last 25 years is now at a
level close to the prewar level.

Figure 1, panel B, decomposes the top
decile into the top percentile (top 1 percent),
the next 4 percent (top 5-1 percent), and the
bottom half of the top decile (top 10-5 per-
cent). Most fluctuations of the top decile are
due to fluctuations within the top percentile.
The drop in the next two groups during
World War II is far less dramatic, and they re-



cover from the WWII shock relatively
quickly. Their shares did not increase much
in recent decades. In contrast, the top per-
centile has gone through enormous fluctua-
tions along the course of the twentieth cen-
tury, from about 18 percent before WWI, to
only about 8 percent during the 1960s and
1970s, and back to almost 17 percent by
2000. The top percentile share declined dur-
ing WWI, recovered during the 1920s and
declined again during the Great Depression
and WWIL. This very specific timing, to-
gether with the fact that very high incomes
account for a disproportionate share of the
total decline in inequality, strongly suggests
the shocks incurred by capital owners from
1914 to 1945 (Depression and wars) have
played a key role.!

Looking at very top incomes and their
composition provides additional evidence.
Figure 2 displays the share and composition
of income from 1916 to 2000 for the top
0.01 percent in the United States. Until the
1970s, very top incomes were composed pri-
marily of capital income (mostly dividend
income) and to a smaller extent business in-
come, the wage income share being very
modest. Figure 2 confirms that the large de-
cline of top incomes observed during the
1914-1960 period is predominantly a capital
income phenomenon.

Figure 2 shows the income composition
pattern at the very top has changed consider-
ably between 1960 and 2000. Salary income
has been driving up top incomes and has now
become the main source of income at the very
top. The dramatic evolution of the composi-
tion of top incomes seems robust. National
accounts data show the share of capital in-
come in aggregate personal income has been
stable in the long run. Therefore, the secular
decline of top capital incomes is the conse-
quence of a decreased concentration of capital
income and not of a decline in the share of
capital income in the economy as a whole. Es-
timates of wealth concentration from estate
tax returns for the 19162000 period in the

The Evolution of Top Incomes - 69

4.5% O T S i T T T i
4.0% '—*{ Capital Income [ Business Income [ Salaries —|
3.5% T

3.0% |

25% ﬁ

2.0% ; b
1.8% - ] : i
1.0% :
0.5% :

0.0% .

Figure 2. The Top—0.1-Percent Income Share
and Composition in the United States,
1916-2000

Note: The figure displays the top—0.1-percent income
share (top curve) and its composition (excluding capital
gains).

Source: Piketty and Saez (2003).

United States, constructed by Wojciech
Kopczuk and Saez (2004) show a precipitous
decline in the first part of the century with
only very modest increases in recent decades
(Figure 4, panel B). This evidence is consistent
with the income share series and shows that
the dramatic recent increase in income con-
centration is primarily a labor income phe-
nomenon, and this has not yet translated into
a dramatic increase in wealth concentration.

The dramatic decline in top-income shares
in the first part the twentieth century took
place in almost all countries that have been
studied. Figure 3, panel A, displays the
top—0.1-percent income share in three Eng-
lish-speaking countries: the United States,
United Kingdom, and Canada. Panel B dis-
plays the top 0.1 percent for France and
Japan. All countries experience a sharp drop
in the first part of the century. The timing
and size of the decline varies across countries.
For example, the decline in Japan is entirely
concentrated in the immediate prewar and
war years.2 As in the United States, income
composition series for each of those coun-
tries shows that this decrease is primarily a
capital income phenomenon due to the fall
of top capital incomes.
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Across Countries

Source: United States, Piketty and Saez (2003); United
Kingdom, Atkinson (2006); Canada, Saez and Veall (2005);
France, Piketty (2003); Japan, Moriguchi and Saez (2005).

Figure 3 shows a sharp contrast between
English-speaking countries and others in re-
cent decades. The United States, United
Kingdom, and Canada display a substantial
increase in the top—0.1-percent income share
over the last 25 years. This increase is largest
in the United States, but the timing is re-
markably similar across the three countries.
In contrast, France and Japan do not experi-
ence any noticeable increase in the top—0.1-
percent income share. As a result, income
concentration is much lower in those coun-
tries than in the English-speaking countries.

Explaining the Results and
Future Research

The fact that the drop in income concentra-
tion in the first part of the twentieth century

is primarily due to the fall in top capital in-
comes, and that the fall took place mostly
during wartime and the Great Depression in
most of those countries, suggests an obvious
explanation. For the most part, income in-
equality dropped because capital owners in-
curred severe shocks to their capital holdings
during the 1914 to 1945 period such as de-
struction, inflation, bankruptcies, and fiscal
shocks for financing the wars. This interpre-
tation is confirmed by available wealth and
estate data for countries such as France, the
United States, and Japan. Note that the idea
that capital owners incurred large shocks
during the 1914-1945 period and that this
had a big impact on income distribution is
certainly not new (Kuznets, 1953). What is
new is there is not much else going on.

The more challenging part needing expla-
nation is the nonrecovery of top capital in-
comes during the post-1945 period. The
proposed explanation is that the 1914 to
1945 capital shocks had a permanent impact
because the introduction of progressive in-
come and estate taxation (there was virtually
no tax progressivity prior to 1914 and top
rates increased enormously between 1914
and 1945) made it impossible for top capital
holders to recover fully. Simple simulations
suggest the long-run impact of tax progres-
sivity on wealth concentration is large
enough to explain the magnitude of the ob-
served changes (Piketty, 2003).

Those explanations about the dynamics of
capital income concentration could possibly
be tested by looking at the case of countries
that either did not experience large pre-1945
shocks and/or did not implement significant
and sustained progressive income tax systems.
Switzerland stayed out of the wars and never
implemented very progressive wealth or in-
come taxation. As displayed in Figure 4, in
contrast to other countries such as the United
States, top wealth shares in Switzerland
hardly declined from 1913 to the 1960s.

It would be interesting to consider (a)
countries that avoided the war or Depression
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Figure 4. Top—1-Percent Wealth Share in
Switzerland and the United States

(Source: Source: United States, Kopczuk and Saez (2004);
Switzerland, Atkinson and Piketty (2006).

shocks but developed progressive taxation,
such as Ireland and Sweden; and (b) coun-
tries that experienced the shocks but did not
develop progressive taxation. No European
country falls clearly into this latter category.3
Atkinson and Piketty (2006) show that there
was no significant drop in top income shares
in Ireland during World War II, and top in-
come shares were quite similar in the early
1920s and the late 1940s. Top income shares
did fall significantly in the postwar decades,
however, when Ireland implemented pro-
gressive taxation with very high top rates.
Those results suggest the large war shocks
may not be necessary to drive down top in-
come shares, and the change in the tax struc-
ture might be the most important determi-
nant of long-run income concentration. In
future work, it should be possible to develop
precise series of tax burdens by income frac-
tiles and income sources for each country
and use regression analysis to provide more
convincing tests of those explanations.
Other factors, such as fertility or the norms
about estate division between heirs, could
also have significant impacts on long-run
wealth distribution.

During the post-1970 period, one observes
a major divergence between rich countries.
While top income shares have remained
fairly stable in continental European coun-
tries and Japan over the past three decades,
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they have increased enormously in the
United States and other English-speaking
countries. This rise of top income shares is
due not to the revival of top capital incomes,
but rather to the very large increases in top
wages (especially top executive compensa-
tion). As a consequence, top executives (the
“working rich”) replaced top capital owners
(the “rentiers”) at the top of the income hier-
archy during the twentieth century. Under-
standing why top wages have surged in Eng-
lish-speaking countries in recent decades, but
not in continental Europe or Japan, remains
a controversial question, with three broad
views. First, the free market view claims that
technological progress has made managerial
skills more general and less firm-specific, in-
creasing competition for the best executives
from segregated within-firm markets to a
single economywide market. While this
view can account for U.S. trends, it cannot
explain why executive pay has not changed
in other countries such as Japan and France,
which have gone through similar technolog-
ical changes. A second view claims impedi-
ments to free markets due to labor market
regulations, unions, or social norms regard-
ing pay inequality can keep executive pay
below market. Such impediments have been
largely removed in the United States, but
still exist in Europe and Japan. Under this
view, the surge in executive compensation
actually represents valuable efficiency gains.
Finally, a third view claims the surge in top
compensation in the United States is due to
the increased ability of executives to set their
own pay and extract rents at the expense of
shareholders, perhaps for the same reasons
as under the second view. In this case, how-
ever, there might not be any associated effi-
ciency gains.

The relationship one might want to test,
ultimately using our database, is the impact
of inequality on growth. Casual examination
of the series constructed suggests income
concentration and growth are not systemati-
cally related. Many countries (such as France,
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the United States, and Japan) grew fastest in
the postwar decades when income concen-
tration was at its lowest. Thus, one can safely
conclude that the enormous decline in
wealth concentration that took place be-
tween 1914 and 1945 did not prevent high
growth from occurring. It seems that in re-
cent decades, however, growth and increases
in inequality have been positively correlated:
the United States and the United Kingdom
have grown faster than continental Europe
and Japan. Although cross-country analysis
will always suffer from severe identification
problems, our hope is that the database will
renew the analysis of the interplay between
inequality and growth.

NOTES

1. The negative effect of the wars on top in-
comes can be explained, in part, by the large tax in-
creases enacted to finance the wars. During both
wars, the corporate income tax (as well as the indi-
vidual income tax) was drastically increased and
this reduced, mechanically, the distributions to
stockholders.

2. The case of Japan is interesting because series
start in 1885, at the very beginning of the industri-
alization of Japan. The series show that income con-
centration in Japan was high before industrialization
began and did not increase much during the indus-
trialization process from 1885 to 1935.

3. Japan and Germany experienced a dramatic
decline in income concentration during WWII.
Top income shares did not recover at all in Japan
(Chiaki Moriguchi and Saez, 2005) but did so to
some extent in Germany (Atkinson and Piketty,
2006). A systematic comparison of tax systems in
Japan and Germany in the postwar period could
thus be informative.
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9 1 Karl Marx

Alienation and Social Classes

We shall begin from a contemporary economic
fact. The worker becomes poorer the more
wealth he produces and the more his produc-
tion increases in power and extent. The
worker becomes an ever cheaper commodity
the more goods he creates. The devaluation of
the human world increases in direct relation
with the increase in value of the world of
things. Labour does not only create goods; it
also produces itself and the worker as a com-
modity, and indeed in the same proportion as
it produces goods.

This fact simply implies that the object
produced by labour, its product, now stands
opposed to it as an alien being, as a power in-
dependent of the producer. The product of
labour is labour which has been embodied in
an object and turned into a physical thing;
this product is an objectification of labour.
The performance of work is at the same time
its objectification. The performance of work
appears in the sphere of political economy as
a vitiation of the worker, objectification as a
loss and as servitude to the object, and appro-
priation as alienation.

So much does the performance of work ap-
pear as vitiation that the worker is vitiated to

the point of starvation. So much does objecti-
fication appear as loss of the object that the
worker is deprived of the most essential things
not only of life but also of work. Labour itself
becomes an object which he can acquire only
by the greatest effort and with unpredictable
interruptions. So much does the appropria-
tion of the object appear as alienation that the
more objects the worker produces the fewer
he can possess and the more he falls under the
domination of his product, of capital.

All these consequences follow from the fact
that the worker is related to the product of his
labour as to an alien object. For it is clear on
this presupposition that the more the worker
expends himself in work the more powerful
becomes the world of objects which he creates
in face of himself, the poorer he becomes in
his inner life, and the less he belongs to him-
self. It is just the same as in religion. The more
of himself man attributes to God the less he
has left in himself. The worker puts his life
into the object, and his life then belongs no
longer to himself but to the object. The
greater his activity, therefore, the less he pos-
sesses. What is embodied in the product of his
labour is no longer his own. The greater this

Karl Marx. “The Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts,” in Karl Marx: Early Writings, edited and translated
by T. B. Bottomore, pp. 121-131. Copyright © 1963 by McGraw-Hill. Reprinted by permission of McGraw-Hill.
“The Holy Family: A Critique of Critical Criticism,” in The Marx-Engels Reader, edited and translated by Robert
C. Tucker, pp. 133-135. Copyright © 1978, 1972 by W. W. Norton & Company, Inc. Used by permission of

W. W. Norton & Company.



product is, therefore, the more he is dimin-
ished. The alienation of the worker in his
product means not only that his labour be-
comes an object, assumes an external exis-
tence, but that it exists independently, outside
himself, and alien to him, and that it stands
opposed to him as an autonomous power. The
life which he has given to the object sets itself
against him as an alien and hostile force. . . .

So far we have considered the alienation of
the worker only from one aspect; namely, Ais
relationship with the products of his labour.
However, alienation appears not merely in the
result but also in the process of production,
within productive activity itself. How could
the worker stand in an alien relationship to
the product of his activity if he did not alien-
ate himself in the act of production itself? The
product is indeed only the résumé of activity,
of production. Consequently, if the product
of labour is alienation, production itself must
be active alienation—the alienation of activity
and the activity of alienation. The alienation
of the object of labour merely summarizes the
alienation in the work activity itself.

What constitutes the alienation of labour?
First, that the work is external to the worker,
that it is not part of his nature; and that,
consequently, he does not fulfil himself in his
work but denies himself, has a feeling of mis-
ery rather than well-being, does not develop
freely his mental and physical energies but is
physically exhausted and mentally debased.
The worker, therefore, feels himself at home
only during his leisure time, whereas at work
he feels homeless. His work is not voluntary
but imposed, forced labour. It is not the sat-
isfaction of a need, but only a means for
satisfying other needs. Its alien character is
clearly shown by the fact that as soon as
there is no physical or other compulsion it is
avoided like the plague. External labour,
labour in which man alienates himself, is a
labour of self-sacrifice, of mortification. Fi-
nally, the external character of work for the
worker is shown by the fact that it is not his
own work but work for someone else, that in
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work he does not belong to himself but to
another person.

Just as in religion the spontaneous activity
of human fantasy, of the human brain and
heart, reacts independently as an alien activ-
ity of gods or devils upon the individual, so
the activity of the worker is not his own
spontaneous activity. It is another’s activity
and a loss of his own spontaneity.

We arrive at the result that man (the
worker) feels himself to be freely active only in
his animal functions—eating, drinking and
procreating, or at most also in his dwelling
and in personal adornment—while in his
human functions he is reduced to an animal.
The animal becomes human and the human
becomes animal.

Eating, drinking and procreating are of
course also genuine human functions. But
abstractly considered, apart from the environ-
ment of human activities, and turned into
final and sole ends, they are animal functions.

We have now considered the act of alien-
ation of practical human activity, labour,
from two aspects: (1) the relationship of the
worker to the product of labour as an alien
object which dominates him. This relation-
ship is at the same time the relationship to
the sensuous external world, to natural ob-
jects, as an alien and hostile world; (2) the re-
lationship of labour to the act of production
within /zbour. This is the relationship of the
worker to his own activity as something alien
and not belonging to him, activity as suffer-
ing (passivity), strength as powerlessness, cre-
ation as emasculation, the personal physical
and mental energy of the worker, his per-
sonal life (for what is life but activity?), as an
activity which is directed against himself, in-
dependent of him and not belonging to him.
This is self-alienation as against the above-
mentioned alienation of the thing.

We have now to infer a third characteristic
of alienated labour from the two we have
considered.

Man is a species-being not only in the sense
that he makes the community (his own as
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well as those of other things) his object both
practically and theoretically, but also (and this
is simply another expression for the same
thing) in the sense that he treats himself as
the present, living species, as a universal and
consequently free being.

Species-life, for man as for animals, has its
physical basis in the fact that man (like ani-
mals) lives from inorganic nature, and since
man is more universal than an animal so the
range of inorganic nature from which he
lives is more universal. Plants, animals, min-
erals, air, light, etc. constitute, from the the-
oretical aspect, a part of human conscious-
ness as objects of natural science and art;
they are man’s spiritual inorganic nature, his
intellectual means of life, which he must first
prepare for enjoyment and perpetuation. So
also, from the practical aspect, they form a
part of human life and activity. In practice
man lives only from these natural products,
whether in the form of food, heating, cloth-
ing, housing, etc. The universality of man
appears in practice in the universality which
makes the whole of nature into his inorganic
body: (1) as a direct means of life; and
equally (2) as the material object and instru-
ment of his life activity. Nature is the inor-
ganic body of man; that is to say nature, ex-
cluding the human body itself. To say that
man /Jves from nature means that nature is
his body with which he must remain in a
continuous interchange in order not to die.
The statement that the physical and mental
life of man, and nature, are interdependent
means simply that nature is interdependent
with itself, for man is a part of nature.

Since alienated labour: (1) alienates na-
ture from man; and (2) alienates man from
himself, from his own active function, his
life activity; so it alienates him from the
species. It makes species-life into a means of
individual life. In the first place it alienates
species-life and individual life, and sec-
ondly, it turns the latter, as an abstraction,
into the purpose of the former, also in its
abstract and alienated form.

For labour, life activity, productive life, now
appear to man only as means for the satisfac-
tion of a need, the need to maintain his
physical existence. Productive life is, how-
ever, species-life. It is life creating life. In the
type of life activity resides the whole charac-
terof a species, its species-character; and free,
conscious activity is the species-character of
human beings. Life itself appears only as a
means of life.

The animal is one with its life activity. It
does not distinguish the activity from itself.
It is ##s activity. But man makes his life activity
itself an object of his will and consciousness.
He has a conscious life activity. It is not a de-
termination with which he is completely iden-
tified. Conscious life activity distinguishes
man from the life activity of animals. Only for
this reason is he a species-being. Or rather, he
is only a self-conscious being, i.e. his own life
is an object for him, because he is a species-
being. Only for this reason is his activity free
activity. Alienated labour reverses the relation-
ship, in that man because he is a self-conscious
being makes his life activity, his being, only a
means for his existence.

The practical construction of an objective
world, the manipulation of inorganic nature,
is the confirmation of man as a conscious
species-being, i.e. a being who treats the spec-
ies as his own being or himself as a species-
being. Of course, animals also produce. They
construct nests, dwellings, as in the case of
bees, beavers, ants, etc. But they only produce
what is strictly necessary for themselves or
their young. They produce only in a single di-
rection, while man produces universally. They
produce only under the compulsion of direct
physical needs, while man produces when he
is free from physical need and only truly pro-
duces in freedom from such need. Animals
produce only themselves, while man repro-
duces the whole of nature. The products of
animal production belong directly to their
physical bodies, while man is free in face of
his product. Animals construct only in accor-
dance with the standards and needs of the



species to which they belong, while man
knows how to produce in accordance with
the standards of every species and knows how
to apply the appropriate standard to the ob-
ject. Thus man constructs also in accordance
with the laws of beauty.

It is just in his work upon the objective
world that man really proves himself as a
species-being. This production is his active
species-life. By means of it nature appears as
his work and his reality. The object of labour
is, therefore, the objectification of mans species-
life; for he no longer reproduces himself
merely intellectually, as in consciousness, but
actively and in a real sense, and he sees his
own reflection in a world which he has con-
structed. While, therefore, alienated labour
takes away the object of production from
man, it also takes away his species-life, his real
objectivity as a species-being, and changes his
advantage over animals into a disadvantage in
so far as his inorganic body, nature, is taken
from him.

Just as alienated labour transforms free and
self-directed activity into a means, so it trans-
forms the species-life of man into a means of
physical existence.

Consciousness, which man has from his
species, is transformed through alienation so
that species-life becomes only a means for
him. (3) Thus alienated labour turns the
species-life of man, and also nature as his men-
tal species-property, into an alien being and
into a means for his individual existence. It
alienates from man his own body, external na-
ture, his mental life and his human life. (4) A
direct consequence of the alienation of man
from the product of his labour, from his life
activity and from his species-life, is that man
is alienated from other men. When man con-
fronts himself he also confronts other men.
What is true of man’s relationship to his work,
to the product of his work and to himself, is
also true of his relationship to other men, to
their labour and to the objects of their labour.

In general, the statement that man is alien-
ated from his species-life means that each man
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is alienated from others, and that each of the
others is likewise alienated from human life.

Human alienation, and above all the rela-
tion of man to himself, is first realized and
expressed in the relationship between each
man and other men. Thus in the relationship
of alienated labour every man regards other
men according to the standards and relation-
ships in which he finds himself placed as a
worker.

We began with an economic fact, the
alienation of the worker and his production.
We have expressed this fact in conceptual
terms as alienated labour, and in analysing
the concept we have merely analysed an eco-
nomic fact.

Let us now examine further how this con-
cept of alienated labour must express and re-
veal itself in reality. If the product of labour
is alien to me and confronts me as an alien
power, to whom does it belong? If my own
activity does not belong to me but is an
alien, forced activity, to whom does it be-
long? To a being other than myself. And who
is this being? The gods? It is apparent in the
earliest stages of advanced production, e.g.
temple building, etc. in Egypt, India, Mex-
ico, and in the service rendered to gods, that
the product belonged to the gods. But the
gods alone were never the lords of labour.
And no more was nature. What a contradic-
tion it would be if the more man subjugates
nature by his labour, and the more the mar-
vels of the gods are rendered superfluous by
the marvels of industry, the more he should
abstain from his joy in producing and his en-
joyment of the product for love of these
powers.

The alien being to whom labour and the
product of labour belong, to whose service
labour is devoted, and to whose enjoyment
the product of labour goes, can only be man
himself. If the product of labour does not be-
long to the worker, but confronts him as an
alien power, this can only be because it be-
longs to @ man other than the worker. If his
activity is a torment to him it must be a
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source of enjoyment and pleasure to another.
Not the gods, nor nature, but only man him-
self can be this alien power over men.

Consider the earlier statement that the re-
lation of man to himself is first realized, 0b-
Jjectified, through his relation to other men. If
he is related to the product of his labour, his
objectified labour, as to an alien, hostile,
powerful and independent object, he is re-
lated in such a way that another alien, hos-
tile, powerful and independent man is the
lord of this object. If he is related to his own
activity as to unfree activity, then he is re-
lated to it as activity in the service, and under
the domination, coercion and yoke, of an-
other man. . ..

Thus, through alienated labour the worker
creates the relation of another man, who
does not work and is outside the work
process, to this labour. The relation of the
worker to work also produces the relation of
the capitalist (or whatever one likes to call
the lord of labour) to work. Private property
is, therefore, the product, the necessary re-
sult, of alienated labour, of the external rela-
tion of the worker to nature and to himself.

Private property is thus derived from the
analysis of the concept of alienated labour;
that is, alienated man, alienated labour,
alienated life, and estranged man.

We have, of course, derived the concept of
alienated labour (alienated life) from political
economy, from an analysis of the movement
of private property. But the analysis of this
concept shows that although private prop-
erty appears to be the basis and cause of
alienated labour, it is rather a consequence of

the latter, just as the gods are fundamentally

not the cause but the product of confusions
of human reason. At a later stage, however,
there is a reciprocal influence.

Only in the final stage of the development
of private property is its secret revealed,
namely, that it is on one hand the product of
alienated labour, and on the other hand the
means by which labour is alienated, #he reali-
zation of this alienation.

The Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts,
pp- 121-131

The possessing class and the proletarian
class represent one and the same human self-
alienation. But the former feels satisfied and
affirmed in this self-alienation, experiences
the alienation as a sign of 7#s own power, and
possesses in it the appearance of a human ex-
istence. The latter, however, feels destroyed
in this alienation, seeing in it its own impo-
tence and the reality of an inhuman exis-
tence. To use Hegel’s expression, this class is,
within depravity, an indignation against this
depravity, an indignation necessarily aroused
in this class by the contradiction between its
human #zature and its life-situation, which is
a blatant, outright and all-embracing denial
of that very nature.

Within the antagonism as a whole, there-
fore, private property represents the conserva-
tive side and the proletariat the destructive
side. From the former comes action aimed at
preserving the antagonism; from the latter,
action aimed at its destruction.

The Holy Family: A Critique of Critical Criticism,
pp- 133-134
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Classes in Capitalism and Pre-Capitalism

The history of all hitherto existing society! is
the history of class struggles.

Freeman and slave, patrician and plebeian,
lord and serf, guild-master? and journeyman,
in a word, oppressor and oppressed, stood in
constant opposition to one another, carried
on an uninterrupted, now hidden, now open
fight, a fight that each time ended, either in a
revolutionary re-constitution of society at
large, or in the common ruin of the con-
tending classes.

In the earlier epochs of history, we find al-
most everywhere a complicated arrangement
of society into various orders, a manifold gra-
dation of social rank. In ancient Rome we
have patricians, knights, plebeians, slaves; in
the Middle Ages, feudal lords, vassals, guild-
masters, journeymen, apprentices, serfs; in
almost all of these classes, again, subordinate
gradations.

The modern bourgeois society that has
sprouted from the ruins of feudal society
has not done away with class antagonisms. It
has but established new classes, new condi-
tions of oppression, new forms of struggle in
place of the old ones.

Our epoch, the epoch of the bourgeoisie,
possesses, however, this distinctive feature: it
has simplified the class antagonisms. Society
as a whole is more and more splitting up into
two great hostile camps, into two great
classes directly facing each other: Bourgeoisie
and Proletariat.

From the serfs of the Middle Ages sprang
the chartered burghers of the earliest towns.
From these burgesses the first elements of the
bourgeoisie were developed.

The discovery of America, the rounding of
the Cape, opened up fresh ground for the ris-
ing bourgeoisie. The East-Indian and Chinese
markets, the colonisation of America, trade
with the colonies, the increase in the means
of exchange and in commodities generally,
gave to commerce, to navigation, to industry,
an impulse never before known, and thereby,
to the revolutionary element in the tottering
feudal society, a rapid development.

The feudal system of industry, under
which industrial production was monopo-
lised by closed guilds, now no longer sufficed
for the growing wants of the new markets.
The manufacturing system took its place.
The guild-masters were pushed on one side
by the manufacturing middle class; division
of labour between the different corporate
guilds vanished in the face of division of
labour in each single workshop.

Meantime the markets kept ever growing,
the demand ever rising. Even manufacture
no longer sufficed. Thereupon, steam and
machinery revolutionised industrial produc-
tion. The place of manufacture was taken by
the giant, Modern Industry, the place of the
industrial middle class, by industrial million-
aires, the leaders of whole industrial armies,
the modern bourgeois.

Karl Marx. “The Communist Manifesto,” in Selected Works, Vol. I (Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1964), pp.
108-119. Reprinted by permission of Progress Publishers. The Poverty of Philosophy (New York: International
Publishers, 1963), pp. 172-175. Reprinted by permission of International Publishers. “The Eighteenth Bru-
maire of Louis Bonaparte,” in Selected Works, Vol. I (Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1963), pp. 478—479.
Reprinted by permission of Progress Publishers. Capizal, Vol. III (Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1967), pp.
885-886. Reprinted by permission of Progress Publishers.
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Modern industry has established the world-
market, for which the discovery of America
paved the way. This market has given an
immense development to commerce, to navi-
gation, to communication by land. This de-
velopment has, in its turn, reacted on the
extension of industry; and in proportion as
industry, commerce, navigation, railways ex-
tended, in the same proportion the bour-
geoisie developed, increased its capital, and
pushed into the background every class
handed down from the Middle Ages.

We see, therefore, how the modern bour-
geoisie is itself the product of a long course
of development, of a series of revolutions in
the modes of production and of exchange.

Each step in the development of the bour-
geoisie was accompanied by a corresponding
political advance of that class. An oppressed
class under the sway of the feudal nobility,
an armed and self-governing association in
the mediaeval commune?; here independent
urban republic (as in Italy and Germany),
there taxable “third estate” of the monarchy
(as in France), afterwards, in the period of
manufacture proper, serving either the semi-
feudal or the absolute monarchy as a coun-
terpoise against the nobility, and, in fact, cor-
nerstone of the great monarchies in general,
the bourgeoisie has at last, since the estab-
lishment of Modern Industry and of the
world-market, conquered for itself, in the
modern representative State, exclusive politi-
cal sway. The executive of the modern State
is but a committee for managing the com-
mon affairs of the whole bourgeoisie.

The bourgeoisie, historically, has played a
most revolutionary part. The bourgeoisie,
wherever it has got the upper hand, has put an
end to all feudal, patriarchal, idyllic relations.
It has pitilessly torn asunder the motley feudal
ties that bound man to his “natural superiors,”
and has left remaining no other nexus between
man and man than naked self-interest, than
callous “cash payment.” It has drowned the
most heavenly ecstasies of religious fervour, of
chivalrous enthusiasm, of hilistine sentimen-

talism, in the icy water of egotistical calcula-
tion. It has resolved personal worth into ex-
change value, and in place of the numberless
indefeasible chartered freedoms, has set up that
single, unconscionable freedom—Free Trade.
In one word, for exploitation, veiled by reli-
glous and political illusions, it has substituted
naked, shameless, direct, brutal exploitation.
The bourgeoisie has stripped of its halo every
occupation hitherto honoured and looked
up to with reverent awe. It has converted the
physician, the lawyer, the priest, the poet, the
man of science, into its paid wage-labourers.
The bourgeoisie has torn away from the
family its sentimental veil, and has reduced
the family relation to a mere money relation.
The bourgeoisie has disclosed how it came
to pass that the brutal display of vigour in
the Middle Ages, which Reactionists so
much admire, found its fitting complement
in the most slothful indolence. It has been
the first to show what man’s activity can
bring about. It has accomplished wonders far
surpassing Egyptian pyramids, Roman aque-
ducts, and Gothic cathedrals; it has con-
ducted expeditions that put in the shade all
former Exoduses of nations and crusades.
The bourgeoisie cannot exist without con-
stantly revolutionising the instruments of
production, and thereby the relations of pro-
duction, and with them the whole relations
of society. Conservation of the old modes of
production in unaltered form, was, on the
contrary, the first condition of existence for
all earlier industrial classes. Constant revolu-
tionising of production, uninterrupted dis-
turbance of all social conditions, everlasting
uncertainty and agitation distinguish the
bourgeois epoch from all earlier ones. All
fixed, fast-frozen relations, with their train of
ancient and venerable prejudices and opin-
ions, are swept away, all new-formed ones
become antiquated before they can ossify. All
that is solid melts into air, all that is holy is
profaned, and man is at last compelled to
face with sober senses, his real conditions of
life, and his relations with his kind.



The need of a constantly expanding mar-
ket for its products chases the bourgeoisie
over the whole surface of the globe. It must
nestle everywhere, settle everywhere, estab-
lish connexions everywhere.

The bourgeoisie has through its exploita-
tion of the world-market given a cosmopoli-
tan character to production and consumption
in every country. To the great chagrin of Reac-
tionists, it has drawn from under the feet of
industry the national ground on which it
stood. All old-established national industries
have been destroyed or are daily being de-
stroyed. They are dislodged by new industries,
whose introduction becomes a life and death
question for all civilised nations, by industries
that no longer work up indigenous raw mate-
rial, but raw material drawn from the remotest
zones; industries whose products are con-
sumed, not only at home, but in every quarter
of the globe. In place of the old wants, satis-
fied by the productions of the country, we
find new wants, requiring for their satisfaction
the products of distant lands and climes. In
place of the old local and national seclusion
and self-sufficiency, we have intercourse in
every direction, universal inter-dependence of
nations. And as in material, so also in intellec-
tual production. The intellectual creations of
individual nations become common property.
National one-sidedness and narrow-minded-
ness become more and more impossible, and
from the numerous national and local litera-
tures, there arises a world literature.

The bourgeoisie, by the rapid improve-
ment of all instruments of production, by
the immensely facilitated means of commu-
nication, draws all, even the most barbarian,
nations into civilisation. The cheap prices of
its commodities are the heavy artillery with
which it batters down all Chinese walls, with
which it forces the barbarians’ intensely ob-
stinate hatred of foreigners to capitulate. It
compels all nations, on pain of extinction, to
adopt the bourgeois mode of production; it
compels them to introduce what it calls civil-
isation into their midst, z.¢., to become bour-
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geois themselves. In one word, it creates a
world after its own image.

The bourgeoisie has subjected the country
to the rule of the towns. It has created enor-
mous cities, has greatly increased the urban
population as compared with the rural, and
has thus rescued a considerable part of the
population from the idiocy of rural life. Just as
it has made the country dependent on the
towns, so it has made barbarian and semi-
barbarian countries dependent on the civilised
ones, nations of peasants on nations of bour-
geois, the East on the West.

The bourgeoisie keeps more and more
doing away with the scattered state of the
population, of the means of production, and
of property. It has agglomerated population,
centralised means of production, and has
concentrated property in a few hands. The
necessary consequence of this was political
centralisation. Independent, or but loosely
connected provinces, with separate interests,
laws, governments and systems of taxation,
became lumped together into one nation,
with one government, one code of laws,
one national class-interest, one frontier and
one customs-tariff.

The bourgeoisie, during its rule of scarce
one hundred years, has created more massive
and more colossal productive forces than
have all preceding generations together. Sub-
jection of Nature’s forces to man, machinery,
application of chemistry to industry and
agriculture, steam-navigation, railways, elec-
tric telegraphs, clearing of whole continents
for cultivation, canalisation of rivers, whole
populations conjured out of the ground—
what earlier century had even a presentiment
that such productive forces slumbered in the
lap of social labour?

We see then: the means of production and
of exchange, on whose foundation the bour-
geoisie built itself up, were generated in feu-
dal society. At a certain stage in the develop-
ment of these means of production and of
exchange, the conditions under which feudal

society produced and exchanged, the feudal
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organisation of agriculture and manufactur-
ing industry, in one word, the feudal relations
of property became no longer compatible
with the already developed productive forces;
they became so many fetters. They had to be
burst asunder; they were burst asunder.

Into their place stepped free competition,
accompanied by a social and political consti-
tution adapted to it, and by the economical
and political sway of the bourgeois class.

A similar movement is going on before our
own eyes. Modern bourgeois society with its
relations of production, of exchange and of
property, a society that has conjured up such
gigantic means of production and of exchange,
is like the sorcerer, who is no longer able to
control the powers of the nether world whom
he has called up by his spells. For many a
decade past the history of industry and com-
merce is but the history of the revolt of mod-
ern productive forces against modern condi-
tions of production, against the property
relations that are the conditions for the exis-
tence of the bourgeoisie and of its rule. It is
enough to mention the commercial crises that
by their periodical return put on its trial, each
time more threateningly, the existence of the
entire bourgeois society. In these crises a great
part not only of the existing products, but also
of the previously created productive forces, are
periodically destroyed. In these crises there
breaks out an epidemic that, in all earlier
epochs, would have seemed an absurdity—the
epidemic of over-production. Society suddenly
finds itself put back into a state of momentary
barbarism; it appears as if a famine, a universal
war of devastation had cut off the supply of
every means of subsistence; industry and com-
merce seem to be destroyed; and why? Because
there is too much civilisation, too much means
of subsistence, too much industry, too much
commerce. The productive forces at the dis-
posal of society no longer tend to further the
development of the conditions of bourgeois
property; on the contrary, they have become
too powerful for these conditions, by which
they are fettered, and so soon as they overcome

these fetters, they bring disorder into the whole
of bourgeois society, endanger the existence
of bourgeois property. The conditions of bour-
geois society are too narrow to comprise the
wealth created by them. And how does the
bourgeoisie get over these crises? On the one
hand by enforced destruction of a mass of pro-
ductive forces; on the other, by the conquest of
new markets, and by the more thorough ex-
ploitation of the old ones. That is to say, by
paving the way for more extensive and more
destructive crises, and by diminishing the
means whereby crises are prevented.

The weapons with which the bourgeoisie
felled feudalism to the ground are now
turned against the bourgeoisie itself.

But not only has the bourgeoisie forged
the weapons that bring death to itself; it has
also called into existence the men who are to
wield those weapons—the modern working
class—the proletarians.

In proportion as the bourgeoisie, ‘.¢., capi-
tal, is developed, in the same proportion is
the proletariat, the modern working class, de-
veloped—a class of labourers, who live only
so long as they find work, and who find work
only so long as their labour increases capital.
These labourers, who must sell themselves
piecemeal, are a commodity, like every other
article of commerce, and are consequently ex-
posed to all the vicissitudes of competition, to
all the fluctuations of the market.

Owing to the extensive use of machinery
and to division of labour, the work of the pro-
letarians has lost all individual character, and,
consequently, all charm for the workman. He
becomes an appendage of the machine, and it
is only the most simple, most monotonous,
and most easily acquired knack, that is re-
quired of him. Hence, the cost of production
of a workman is restricted, almost entirely, to
the means of subsistence that he requires for
his maintenance, and for the propagation of
his race. But the price of a commodity, and
therefore also of labour, is equal to its cost of
production. In proportion, therefore, as the
repulsiveness of the work increases, the wage



decreases. Nay more, in proportion as the use
of machinery and division of labour increases,
in the same proportion the burden of toil also
increases, whether by prolongation of the
working hours, by increase of the work ex-
acted in a given time or by increased speed of
the machinery, etc.

Modern industry has converted the little
workshop of the patriarchal master into the
great factory of the industrial capitalist.
Masses of labourers, crowded into the factory,
are organised like soldiers. As privates of the
industrial army they are placed under the
command of a perfect hierarchy of officers
and sergeants. Not only are they slaves of the
bourgeois class, and of the bourgeois State;
they are daily and hourly enslaved by the ma-
chine, by the overlooker, and, above all, by the
individual bourgeois manufacturer himself.
The more openly this despotism proclaims
gain to be its end and aim, the more petty, the
more hateful and the more embittering it is.

The less the skill and exertion of strength
implied in manual labour, in other words,
the more modern industry becomes devel-
oped, the more is the labour of men super-
seded by that of women. Differences of age
and sex have no longer any distinctive social
validity for the working class. All are instru-
ments of labour, more or less expensive to
use, according to their age and sex.

No sooner is the exploitation of the
labourer by the manufacturer, so far, at an
end, and he receives his wages in cash, than
he is set upon by the other portions of the
bourgeoisie, the landlord, the shopkeeper,
the pawnbroker, etc.

The lower strata of the middle class—the
small tradespeople, shopkeepers, and retired
tradesmen generally, the handicraftsmen and
peasants—all these sink gradually into the
proletariat, partly because their diminutive
capital does not suffice for the scale on which
Modern Industry is carried on, and is
swamped in the competition with the large
capitalists, partly because their specialised
skill is rendered worthless by new methods of
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production. Thus the proletariat is recruited
from all classes of the population.

The proletariat goes through various stages
of development. With its birth begins its
struggle with the bourgeoisie. At first the con-
test is carried on by individual labourers, then
by the workpeople of a factory, then by the
operatives of one trade, in one locality, against
the individual bourgeois who directly exploits
them. They direct their attacks not against the
bourgeois conditions of production, but
against the instruments of production them-
selves: they destroy imported wares that com-
pete with their labour, they smash to pieces
machinery, they set factories ablaze, they seek
to restore by force the vanished status of the
workman of the Middle Ages.

At this stage the labourers still form an in-
coherent mass scattered over the whole coun-
try, and broken up by their mutual competi-
tion. If anywhere they unite to form more
compact bodies, this is not yet the conse-
quence of their own active union, but of the
union of the bourgeoisie, which class, in order
to attain its own political ends, is compelled
to set the whole proletariat in motion, and is
moreover yet, for a time, able to do so. At this
stage, therefore, the proletarians do not fight
their enemies, but the enemies of their ene-
mies, the remnants of absolute monarchy, the
landowners, the non-industrial bourgeois,
the petty bourgeoisie. Thus the whole histori-
cal movement is concentrated in the hands of
the bourgeoisie; every victory so obtained is a
victory for the bourgeoisie.

But with the development of industry the
proletariat not only increases in number; it
becomes concentrated in greater masses, its
strength grows, and it feels that strength
more. The various interests and conditions
of life within the ranks of the proletariat
are more and more equalised, in proportion
as machinery obliterates all distinctions of
labour, and nearly everywhere reduces wages
to the same low level. The growing competi-
tion among the bourgeois, and the resulting
commercial crises, make the wages of the
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workers ever more fluctuating. The unceas-
ing improvement of machinery, ever more
rapidly developing, makes their livelihood
more and more precarious; the collisions be-
tween individual workmen and individual
bourgeois take more and more the character
of collisions between two classes. Thereupon
the workers begin to form combinations
(Trades’ Unions) against the bourgeois; they
club together in order to keep up the rate of
wages; they found permanent associations in
order to make provision beforehand for these
occasional revolts. Here and there the contest
breaks out into riots.

Now and then the workers are victorious,
but only for a time. The real fruit of their bat-
tles lies, not in the immediate result, but in
the ever-expanding union of the workers.
This union is helped on by the improved
means of communication that are created by
modern industry and that place the workers
of different localities in contact with one an-
other. It was just this contact that was needed
to centralise the numerous local struggles, all
of the same character, into one national strug-
gle between classes. But every class struggle is
a political struggle. And that union, to attain
which the burghers of the Middle Ages, with
their miserable highways, required centuries,
the modern proletarians, thanks to railways,
achieve in a few years.

This organisation of the proletarians into a
class, and consequently into a political party,
is continually being upset again by the com-
petition between the workers themselves.
But it ever rises up again, stronger, firmer,
mightier. It compels legislative recognition of
particular interests of the workers, by taking
advantage of the divisions among the bour-
geoisie itself. Thus the ten-hours’ bill in Eng-
land was carried.

Altogether collisions between the classes of
the old society further, in many ways, the
course of development of the proletariat.
The bourgeoisie finds itself involved in a
constant battle. At first with the aristocracy;
later on, with those portions of the bour-

geoisie itself, whose interests have become
antagonistic to the progress of industry; at all
times, with the bourgeoisie of foreign coun-
tries. In all these battles it sees itself com-
pelled to appeal to the proletariat, to ask for
its help, and thus, to drag it into the political
arena. The bourgeoisie itself, therefore, sup-
plies the proletariat with its own elements of
political and general education, in other
words, it furnishes the proletariat with weap-
ons for fighting the bourgeoisie.

Further, as we have already seen, entire sec-
tions of the ruling classes are, by the advance
of industry, precipitated into the proletariat,
or are at least threatened in their conditions
of existence. These also supply the proletariat
with fresh elements of enlightenment and
progress.

Finally, in times when the class struggle
nears the decisive hour, the process of disso-
lution going on within the ruling class, in
fact within the whole range of old society,
assumes such a violent, glaring character,
that a small section of the ruling class cuts
itself adrift, and joins the revolutionary
class, the class that holds the future in its
hands. Just as, therefore, at an earlier period,
a section of the nobility went over to the
bourgeoisie, so now a portion of the bour-
geoisie goes over to the proletariat, and in
particular, a portion of the bourgeois ideolo-
gists, who have raised themselves to the level
of comprehending theoretically the histori-
cal movement as a whole.

Of all the classes that stand face to face
with the bourgeoisie today, the proletariat
alone is a really revolutionary class. The other
classes decay and finally disappear in the face
of Modern Industry; the proletariat is its spe-
cial and essential product.

The lower middle class, the small manu-
facturer, the shopkeeper, the artisan, the
peasant, all these fight against the bour-
geoisie, to save from extinction their exis-
tence as fractions of the middle class. They
are therefore not revolutionary, but conserva-
tive. Nay more, they are reactionary, for they



try to roll back the wheel of history. If by
chance they are revolutionary, they are so
only in view of their impending transfer into
the proletariat; they thus defend not their
present, but their future interests, they desert
their own standpoint to place themselves at
that of the proletariat.

The “dangerous class,” the social scum,
that passively rotting mass thrown off by the
lowest layers of old society, may, here and
there, be swept into the movement by a pro-
letarian revolution; its conditions of life,
however, prepare it far more for the part of a
bribed tool of reactionary intrigue.

In the conditions of the proletariat, those
of old society at large are already virtually
swamped. The proletarian is without prop-
erty; his relation to his wife and children has
no longer anything in common with the
bourgeois family-relations; modern, indus-
trial labour, modern subjection to capital,
the same in England as in France, in America
as in Germany, has stripped him of every
trace of national character. Law, morality, re-
ligion, are to him so many bourgeois preju-
dices, behind which lurk in ambush just as
many bourgeois interests.

All the preceding classes that got the upper
hand, sought to fortify their already acquired
status by subjecting society at large to their
conditions of appropriation. The proletari-
ans cannot become masters of the productive
forces of society, except by abolishing their
own previous mode of appropriation, and
thereby also every other previous mode of
appropriation. They have nothing of their
own to secure and to fortify; their mission is
to destroy all previous securities for, and in-
surances of, individual property.

All previous historical movements were
movements of minorities, or in the interests
of minorities. The proletarian movement is
the self-conscious, independent movement
of the immense majority, in the interests of
the immense majority. The proletariat, the
lowest stratum of our present society, cannot
stir, cannot raise itself up, without the whole
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superincumbent strata of official society
being sprung into the air.

Though not in substance, yet in form, the
struggle of the proletariat with the bour-
geoisie is at first a national struggle. The pro-
letariat of each country must, of course, first
of all settle matters with its own bourgeoisie.

In depicting the most general phases of the
development of the proletariat, we traced
the more or less veiled civil war, raging
within existing society, up to the point where
that war breaks out into open revolution,
and where the violent overthrow of the bour-
geoisie lays the foundation for the sway of
the proletariat.

Hitherto, every form of society has been
based, as we have already seen, on the antag-
onism of oppressing and oppressed classes.
But in order to oppress a class, certain condi-
tions must be assured to it under which it
can, at least, continue its slavish existence.
The serf, in the period of serfdom, raised
himself to membership in the commune, just
as the petty bourgeois, under the yoke of feu-
dal absolutism, managed to develop into a
bourgeois. The modern labourer, on the con-
trary, instead of rising with the progress of
industry, sinks deeper and deeper below the
conditions of existence of his own class. He
becomes a pauper, and pauperism develops
more rapidly than population and wealth.
And here it becomes evident, that the bour-
geoisie is unfit any longer to be the ruling
class in society, and to impose its conditions
of existence upon society as an overriding
law. It is unfit to rule because it is incompe-
tent to assure an existence to its slave within
his slavery, because it cannot help letting him
sink into such a state, that it has to feed
him, instead of being fed by him. Society
can no longer live under this bourgeoisie, in
other words, its existence is no longer com-
patible with society.

The essential condition for the existence,
and for the sway of the bourgeois class, is
the formation and augmentation of capital;
the condition for capital is wage-labour.
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Wage-labour rests exclusively on competition
between the labourers. The advance of in-
dustry, whose involuntary promoter is
the bourgeoisie, replaces the isolation of the
labourers, due to competition, by their revo-
lutionary combination, due to association.
The development of Modern Industry, there-
fore, cuts from under its feet the very foun-
dation on which the bourgeoisie produces
and appropriates products. What the bour-
geoisie, therefore, produces, above all, is its
own grave-diggers. Its fall and the victory of
the proletariat are equally inevitable.

NOTES

1. That is, all written history. In 1847, the pre-
history of society, the social organisation existing
previous to recorded history, was all but unknown.
[Note by Engels to the English edition of 1888.]

2. Guild-master, that is, a full member of a guild,
a master within, not a head of a guild. [Noze by En-
gels to the English edition of 1888.]

3. “Commune” was the name taken, in France, by
the nascent towns even before they had conquered
from their feudal lords and masters local self-
government and political rights as the “Third Estate”.
Generally speaking, for the economical development
of the bourgeoisie, England is here taken as the typi-
cal country; for its political development, France.
[Note by Engels to the English edition of 1888.]

This was the name given their urban communities
by the townsmen of Italy and France, after they had
purchased or wrested their initial rights of self-gov-
ernment from their feudal lords. [Note by Engels to
the German edition of 1890.]

The Communist Manifesto, pp. 108—-119

The first attempts of workers to associate
among themselves always take place in the
form of combinations.

Large-scale industry concentrates in one
place a crowd of people unknown to one an-
other. Competition divides their interests. But
the maintenance of wages, this common inter-
est which they have against their boss, unites
them in a common thought of resistance—
combination. Thus combination always has a

double aim, that of stopping competition
among the workers, so that they can carry on
general competition with the capitalist. If the
first aim of resistance was merely the mainte-
nance of wages, combinations, at first isolated,
constitute themselves into groups as the capi-
talists in their turn unite for the purpose of re-
pression, and in face of always united capital,
the maintenance of the association becomes
more necessary to them than that of wages.
This is so true that English economists are
amazed to see the workers sacrifice a good part
of their wages in favour of associations, which,
in the eyes of these economists, are established
solely in favour of wages. In this struggle—a
veritable civil war—all the elements necessary
for a coming battle unite and develop. Once it
has reached this point, association takes on a
political character.

Economic conditions had first trans-
formed the mass of the people of the country
into workers. The combination of capital has
created for this mass a common situation,
common interests. This mass is thus already
a class as against capital, but not yet for itself.
In the struggle, of which we have noted only
a few phases, this mass becomes united, and
constitutes itself as a class for itself. The in-
terests it defends become class interests. But
the struggle of class against class is a political
struggle.

In the bourgeoisie we have two phases to
distinguish: that in which it constituted itself
as a class under the regime of feudalism and
absolute monarchy, and that in which, al-
ready constituted as a class, it overthrew feu-
dalism and monarchy to make society into a
bourgeois society. The first of these phases
was the longer and necessitated the greater
efforts. This too began by partial combina-
tions against the feudal lords.

Much research has been carried out to
trace the different historical phases that the
bourgeoisie has passed through, from the
commune up to its constitution as a class.

But when it is a question of making a pre-
cise study of strikes, combinations and other



forms in which the proletarians carry out be-
fore our eyes their organization as a class,
some are seized with real fear and others dis-
play a transcendental disdain.

An oppressed class is the vital condition
for every society founded on the antagonism
of classes. The emancipation of the oppressed
class thus implies necessarily the creation of a
new society. For the oppressed class to be
able to emancipate itself it is necessary that
the productive powers already acquired and
the existing social relations should no longer
be capable of existing side by side. Of all the
instruments of production, the greatest pro-
ductive power is the revolutionary class itself.
The organization of revolutionary elements
as a class supposes the existence of all the
productive forces which could be engendered
in the bosom of the old society.

Does this mean that after the fall of the old
society there will be a new class domination
culminating in a new political power? No.

The condition for the emancipation of the
working class is the abolition of every class,
just as the condition for the liberation of the
third estate, of the bourgeois order, was the
abolition of all estates! and all orders.

The working class, in the course of its de-
velopment, will substitute for the old civil
society an association which will exclude
classes and their antagonism, and there will
be no more political power properly so-
called, since political power is precisely
the official expression of antagonism in civil
society.

Meanwhile the antagonism between the
proletariat and the bourgeoisie is a struggle
of class against class, a struggle which carried
to its highest expression is a total revolution.
Indeed, is it at all surprising that a society
founded on the opposition of classes should
culminate in brutal contradiction, the shock
of body against body, as its final dénouement?

Do not say that social movement excludes
political movement. There is never a politi-
cal movement which is not at the same time
social.
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It is only in an order of things in which
there are no more classes and class antago-
nisms that social evolutions will cease to be
political revolutions. Till then, on the eve of
every general reshuffling of society, the last
word of social science will always be:

“Le combat ou la mort; la lutte sanguinaire
ou le néant. C'est ainsi que la question est in-
vinciblement posée.

NOTES

1. Estates here in the historical sense of the estates
of feudalism, estates with definite and limited privi-
leges. The revolution of the bourgeoisie abolished
the estates and their privileges. Bourgeois society
knows only classes. It was, therefore, absolutely in
contradiction with history to describe the proletariat
as the “fourth estate.” [Note by E Engels to the Ger-
man edition, 1885.]

2. “Combat or death; bloody struggle or extinc-
tion. It is thus that the question is inexorably put.”

George Sand, Jean Ziska.

The Poverty of Philosophy, pp. 172-175

The small-holding peasants form a vast mass,
the members of which live in similar condi-
tions but without entering into manifold
relations with one another. Their mode of
production isolates them from one another
instead of bringing them into mutual inter-
course. The isolation is increased by France’s
bad means of communication and by the
poverty of the peasants. Their field of pro-
duction, the small holding, admits of no di-
vision of labour in its cultivation, no applica-
tion of science and, therefore, no diversity of
development, no variety of talent, no wealth
of social relationships. Each individual peas-
ant family is almost self-sufficient; it itself
directly produces the major part of its con-
sumption and thus acquires its means of life
more through exchange with nature than in
intercourse with society. A small holding, a
peasant and his family; alongside them an-
other small holding, another peasant and
another family. A few score of these make up



88 - Karl Marx

a village, and a few score of villages make up
a Department. In this way, the great mass of
the French nation is formed by simple addi-
tion of homologous magnitudes, much as
potatoes in a sack form a sack of potatoes. In
so far as millions of families live under eco-
nomic conditions of existence that separate
their mode of life, their interests and their
culture from those of the other classes, and
put them in hostile opposition to the latter,
they form a class. In so far as there is merely
a local interconnection among these small-
holding peasants, and the identity of their
interests begets no community, no national
bond and no political organisation among
them, they do not form a class. They are
consequently incapable of enforcing their
class interests in their own name, whether
through a parliament or through a conven-
tion. They cannot represent themselves,
they must be represented. Their representa-
tive must at the same time appear as their
master, as an authority over them, as an un-
limited governmental power that protects
them against the other classes and sends
them rain and sunshine from above. The
political influence of the small-holding
peasants, therefore, finds its final expression
in the executive power subordinating soci-
ety to itself.

The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte,
pp- 478-479

The owners merely of labour-power, owners
of capital, and landowners, whose respective
sources of income are wages, profit and
ground-rent, in other words, wage-labourers,
capitalists and landowners, constitute then
three big classes of modern society based
upon the capitalist mode of production.

In England, modern society is indisputably
most highly and classically developed in eco-
nomic structure. Nevertheless, even here the
stratification of classes does not appear in its
pure form. Middle and intermediate strata

even here obliterate lines of demarcation
everywhere (although incomparably less in
rural districts than in the cities). However,
this is immaterial for our analysis. We have
seen that the continual tendency and law of
development of the capitalist mode of pro-
duction is more and more to divorce the
means of production from labour, and more
and more to concentrate the scattered means
of production into large groups, thereby
transforming labour into wage-labour and
the means of production into capital. And to
this tendency, on the other hand, corre-
sponds the independent separation of landed
property from capital and labour, or the
transformation of all landed property into
the form of landed property corresponding
to the capitalist mode of production.

The first question to be answered is this:
What constitutes a class>—and the reply to
this follows naturally from the reply to an-
other question, namely: What makes wage-
labourers, capitalists and landlords constitute
the three great social classes?

At first glance—the identity of revenues
and sources of revenue. There are three great
social groups whose members, the individu-
als forming them, live on wages, profit and
ground-rent respectively, on the realisation of
their labour-power, their capital, and their
landed property.

However, from this standpoint, physicians
and officials, e.g., would also constitute two
classes, for they belong to two distinct social
groups, the members of each of these groups
receiving their revenue from one and the
same source. The same would also be true of
the infinite fragmentation of interest and
rank into which the division of social labour
splits labourers as well as capitalists and land-
lords—the latter, e.g., into owners of vine-
yards, farm owners, owners of forests, mine
owners and owners of fisheries.

[Here the manuscript breaks off.]

Capital, Vol. 111, pp. 885-886
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Ideology and Class

The ideas of the ruling class are in every
epoch the ruling ideas, i.e. the class which is
the ruling material force of society, is at the
same time its ruling intellectual force. The
class which has the means of material pro-
duction at its disposal, has control at the
same time over the means of mental produc-
tion, so that thereby, generally speaking, the
ideas of those who lack the means of mental
production are subject to it. The ruling ideas
are nothing more than the ideal expression of
the dominant material relationships, the
dominant material relationships grasped as
ideas; hence of the relationships which make
the one class the ruling one, therefore, the
ideas of its dominance. The individuals com-
posing the ruling class possess among other
things consciousness, and therefore think.
Insofar, therefore, as they rule as a class and
determine the extent and compass of an
epoch, it is self-evident that they do this in
its whole range, hence among other things
rule also as thinkers, as producers of ideas,
and regulate the production and distribution
of the ideas of their age: thus their ideas are
the ruling ideas of the epoch. For instance, in
an age and in a country where royal power,
aristocracy, and bourgeoisie are contending
for mastery and where, therefore, mastery is
shared, the doctrine of the separation of
powers proves to be the dominant idea and is
expressed as an “eternal law.”

The division of labour manifests itself in
the ruling class as the division of mental and
material labour, so that inside this class one

part appears as the thinkers of the class (its ac-
tive, conceptive ideologists, who make the
perfecting of the illusion of the class about it-
self their chief source of livelihood), while the
others’ attitude to these ideas and illusions is
more passive and receptive, because they are
in reality the active members of this class and
have less time to make up illusions and ideas
about themselves. Within this class this cleav-
age can even develop into a certain opposi-
tion and hostility between the two parts,
which, however, in the case of a practical col-
lision, in which the class itself is endangered,
automatically comes to nothing, in which
case there also vanishes the semblance that
the ruling ideas were not the ideas of the rul-
ing class and had a power distinct from the
power of this class. The existence of revolu-
tionary ideas in a particular period presup-
poses the existence of a revolutionary class.
If now in considering the course of history
we detach the ideas of the ruling class from
the ruling class itself and attribute to them an
independent existence, if we confine ourselves
to saying that these or those ideas were domi-
nant at a given time, without bothering our-
selves about the conditions of production and
the producers of these ideas, if we thus ignore
the individuals and world conditions which
are the source of the ideas, we can say, for
instance, that during the time that the aris-
tocracy was dominant, the concepts honour,
loyalty, etc. were dominant, during the domi-
nance of the bourgeoisie the concepts free-
dom, equality, etc. The ruling class itself on

Karl Marx. “Ideology and Class,” in The German Ideology (New York: International Publishers, 1970), pp. 64-66,
edited by C. J. Arthur. Reprinted by permission of International Publishers.
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the whole imagines this to be so. This concep-
tion of history, which is common to all histo-
rians, particularly since the eighteenth cen-
tury, will necessarily come up against the
phenomenon that increasingly abstract ideas
hold sway, i.e. ideas which increasingly take
on the form of universality. For each new class
which puts itself in the place of one ruling be-
fore it, is compelled, merely in order to carry
through its aim, to represent its interest as the
common interest of all the members of soci-
ety, that is, expressed in ideal form: it has to
give its ideas the form of universality, and rep-
resent them as the only rational, universally
valid ones. The class making a revolution ap-
pears from the very start, if only because it is
opposed to a class, not as a class but as the rep-
resentative of the whole of society; it appears
as the whole mass of society confronting the
one ruling class.! It can do this because, to
start with, its interest really is more connected
with the common interest of all other non-
ruling classes, because under the pressure of
hitherto existing conditions its interest has not
yet been able to develop as the particular in-
terest of a particular class. Its victory, there-
fore, benefits also many individuals of the
other classes which are not winning a domi-
nant position, but only insofar as it now
puts these individuals in a position to raise
themselves into the ruling class. When the
French bourgeoisie overthrew the power of

the aristocracy, it thereby made it possible for
many proletarians to raise themselves above
the proletariat, but only insofar as they be-
come bourgeois. Every new class, therefore,
achieves its hegemony only on a broader
basis than that of the class ruling previously,
whereas the opposition of the non-ruling
class against the new ruling class later devel-
ops all the more sharply and profoundly.
Both these things determine the fact that the
struggle to be waged against this new ruling
class, in its turn, aims at a more decided and
radical negation of the previous conditions of
society than could all previous classes which
sought to rule.

This whole semblance, that the rule of a
certain class is only the rule of certain ideas,
comes to a natural end, of course, as soon as
class rule in general ceases to be the form in
which society is organised, that is to say, as
soon as it is no longer necessary to represent
a particular interest as general or the “general
interest” as ruling.

NOTES

1. Universality corresponds to (1) the class versus
the estate, (2) the competition, world-wide inter-
course, etc., (3) the great numerical strength of the
ruling class, (4) the illusion of the common interests
(in the beginning this illusion is true), (5) the delu-
sion of the ideologists and the division of labour.

[Marginal note by Marx.]
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Class and Class Conflict in Industrial Society

One of the main questions which the present
investigation is supposed to answer is: Do
classes and class conflicts belong to that group
of phenomena by which only the capitalist
type of industrial society is characterized, or is
their existence a consequence of industrial
production itself, and are they therefore a
lasting feature of industrial societies? This
question will accompany us throughout the
following analysis of changes in the structure
of industrial societies since Marx.

Ownership and Control,
or the Decomposition of Capital

Marx was right in seeking the root of social
change in capitalist society in the sphere of
industrial production, but the direction these
changes took turned out to be directly con-
trary to Marx’s expectations. With respect to
capital, he had, in his later years, at least a vi-
sion of what was going to happen, as his brief
and somewhat puzzled analysis of joint-stock
companies shows. Joint-stock companies
were legally recognized in Germany, Eng-
land, France, and the United States in the
second half of the nineteenth century. Laws
often indicate the conclusion of social devel-
opments, and indeed early forms of joint-
stock companies can be traced back at least
to the commercial companies and trade soci-
eties of the seventeenth century. But it was in
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
that this type of enterprise first gained wide
recognition and expanded into all branches

of economic activity. Today, more than two-
thirds of all companies in advanced indus-
trial societies are joint-stock companies, and
their property exceeds four-fifths of the total
property in economic enterprises. The enter-
prise owned and run by an individual, or
even a family, has long ceased to be the dom-
inant pattern of economic organization. . . .
According to the radical view, joint-stock
companies involve a complete break with
earlier capitalist traditions. By separating
what has come to be called ownership and
control, they give rise to a new group of
managers who are utterly different from their
capitalist predecessors. Thus for Marx, the
joint-stock company involves a complete
alienation of capital “from the real produc-
ers, and its opposition as alien property to all
individuals really participating in produc-
tion, from the manager down to the last day-
laborer” (1953, Vol. III, p. 478). In other
words, by separating ownership and control,
the joint-stock company reduces the distance
between manager and worker while at the
same time removing the owners altogether
from the sphere of production and thereby
isolating their function as exploiters of oth-
ers. It is merely a step from this kind of
analysis to the thesis that, as Renner has it,
the “capitalists without function” yield to the
“functionaries without capital,” and that this
new ruling group of industry bears little re-
semblance to the old “full capitalists” (1953,
pp- 182, 198). Burnham, Geiger, Sering, and
others followed Marx (and Renner) in this

Ralf Dahrendorf. Class and Class Conflict in Industrial Society, pp. 4143, 47—48, 50-51, 64-67, 165-167,
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radical interpretation of the social effects of
joint-stock companies.

The conservative view, on the other hand,
holds that the consequences of the apparent
separation of ownership and control have
been vastly overrated. It is argued that in fact
owners and controllers, i.e., stockholders and
managers, are a fairly homogeneous group.
There are often direct connections between
them, and where this is not the case, their
outlook is sufficiently similar to justify insist-
ing on the old assumption of a homogeneous
class of capitalists opposed to an equally
homogeneous class of laborers. This view is
not often heard in the West nowadays, al-
though traces of it are evident in the work of
C. Wright Mills (1954, 1956). It may be
added that this conservative view is clearly
contrary to Marx’s own analysis. . . .

There is little reason to follow Marx and de-
scribe the condition of separation of owner-
ship and control as a transitional form of his-
torical development. It is no more transitional
than any other stage of history, and it has al-
ready proven quite a vital pattern of social and
economic structure. But I think that we can
follow Marx in his radical interpretation of
this phenomenon. The separation of owner-
ship and control has replaced one group by
two whose positions, roles, and outlooks are
far from identical. In taking this view, one
does of course agree with Marx against him-
self. For it follows from this that the homoge-
neous capitalist class predicted by Marx has in
fact not developed. Capital—and thereby
capitalism—has dissolved and given way in
the economic sphere, to a plurality of partly
agreed, partly competing, and partly simply
different groups. The effect of this develop-
ment on class conflict is threefold: first, the re-
placement of capitalists by managers involves
a change in the composition of the groups
participating in conflict; second, and as a con-
sequence of this change in recruitment and
composition, there is a change in the nature of
the issues that cause conflicts, for the interests
of the functionaries without capital differ

from those of full-blown capitalists, and so
therefore do the interests of labor vis-a-vis
their new opponents; and third, the decompo-
sition of capital involves a change in the pat-
terns of conflict. One might question whether
this new conflict, in which labor is no longer
opposed to a homogeneous capitalist class,
can still be described as a class conflict at all.
In any case, it is different from the division of
the whole society into two great and homoge-
neous hostile camps with which Marx was
concerned. While I would follow the radical
view of the separation of ownership and con-
trol in industry to this point, there is one
thing to be said in favor of the conservative
view. Changes in the composition of conflict
groups, of the issues, and of patterns of con-
flict do not imply the abolition of conflict or
even of the specific conflict between manage-
ment and labor in industry. Despite the effects
of the decomposition of capital on class struc-
ture, we have no reason to believe that antag-
onisms and clashes of interest have now been
banned from industrial enterprises.

Skill and Stratification,
or the Decomposition of Labor

While Marx had at least a premonition of
things to come with respect to capital, he re-
mained unaware of developments affecting
the unity and homogeneity of labor. Yet in
this respect, too, the sphere of production
which loomed so large in Marx’s analyses be-
came the starting point of changes that
clearly refute his predictions. The working
class of today, far from being a homogeneous
group of equally unskilled and impoverished
people, is in fact a stratum differentiated by
numerous subtle and not-so-subtle distinc-
tions. Here, too, history has dissolved one
position, or role, and has substituted for it a
plurality of roles that are endowed with di-
verging and often conflicting expectations. . . .

Analysis of industrial conditions suggests
quite clearly that within the labor force of ad-
vanced industry we have to distinguish at least



three skill groups: a growing stratum of highly
skilled workmen who increasingly merge with
both engineers and white-collar employees, a
relatively stable stratum of semiskilled workers
with a high degree of diffuse as well as specific
industrial experience, and a dwindling stratum
of totally unskilled laborers who are character-
istically either newcomers to industry (begin-
ners, former agricultural laborers, immigrants)
or semi-unemployables. It appears, further-
more, that these three groups differ not only in
their level of skill, but also in other attributes
and determinants of social status. The semi-
skilled almost invariably earn a higher wage
than the unskilled, whereas the skilled are
often salaried and thereby participate in white-
collar status. The hierarchy of skill corre-
sponds exactly to the hierarchy of responsibil-
ity and delegated authority within the working
class. From numerous studies it would seem
beyond doubt that it also correlates with the
hierarchy of prestige, at the top of which we
find the skilled man whose prolonged train-
ing, salary, and security convey special status,
and at the bottom of which stands the un-
skilled man who is, according to a recent Ger-
man investigation into workers opinions,
merely “working” without having an “occupa-
tion” proper (see Kluth, 1955, p. 67). Here as
elsewhere Marx was evidently mistaken.
“Everywhere, the working class differentiates
itself more and more, on the one hand into oc-
cupational groups, on the other hand into
three large categories with different, if not
contradictory, interests: the skilled craftsmen,
the unskilled laborers, and the semiskilled spe-
cialist workers” (Philip, 1955, p. 2).

In trying to assess the consequences of this
development, it is well to remember that, for
Marx, the increasing uniformity of the work-
ing class was an indispensable condition of
that intensification of the class struggle which
was to lead, eventually, to its climax in a revo-
lution. The underlying argument of what for
Marx became a prediction appears quite plau-
sible. For there to be a revolution, the conflicts
within a society have to become extremely in-
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tense. For conflicts to be intense, one would
indeed expect its participants to be highly uni-
fied and homogeneous groups. But neither
capital nor labor have developed along these
lines. Capital has dissolved into at least two, in
many ways distinct, elements, and so has
labor. The proletarian, the impoverished slave
of industry who is indistinguishable from his
peers in terms of his work, his skill, his wage,
and his prestige, has left the scene. What is
more, it appears that by now he has been
followed by his less depraved, but equally
alienated successor, the worker. In modern in-
dustry, “the worker” has become precisely the
kind of abstraction which Marx quite justly re-
sented so much. In his place, we find a plural-
ity of status and skill groups whose interests
often diverge. Demands of the skilled for secu-
rity may injure the semiskilled; wage claims of
the semiskilled may raise objections by the
skilled; and any interest on the part of the un-
skilled is bound to set their more highly skilled
fellow workmen worrying about differentials.

Again, as in the case of capital, it does not
follow from the decomposition of labor that
there is no bond left that unites most work-
ers—at least for specific goals; nor does it fol-
low that industrial conflict has lost its edge.
But here, too, a change of the issues and,
above all, of the patterns of conflict is indi-
cated. As with the capitalist class, it has be-
come doubtful whether speaking of the work-
ing class still makes much sense. Probably
Marx would have agreed that class “is a force
that unites into groups people who differ from
one another, by overriding the differences be-
tween them” (Marshall, 1950, p. 114), but he
certainly did not expect the differences to be
so great, and the uniting force so precarious as
it has turned out to be in the case both of cap-
ital and of labor. . . .

The Institutionalization of
Class Conflict

A historian might argue that all the tenden-
cies of change here described as changes in
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the structure of industrial societies since Marx
had in fact begun before and in some cases
long before Marx died in 1883. . . . There is,
however, one line of social development in in-
dustrial societies which has both originated
and spread since about the time of Marx’s
death, and which is directly relevant to our
problem. Geiger, who has described this
change as the “institutionalization of class
conflict,” says: “The tension between capital
and labor is recognized as a principle of the
structure of the labor market and has become
a legal institution of society. . . . The meth-
ods, weapons, and techniques of the class
struggle are recognized—and are thereby
brought under control. The struggle evolves
according to certain rules of the game.
Thereby the class struggle has lost its worst
sting, it is converted into a legitimate tension
between power factors which balance each
other. Capital and labor struggle with each
other, conclude compromises, negotiate solu-
tions, and thereby determine wage levels,
hours of work, and other conditions of work”
(1949, p. 184).

Marx displayed a certain sociological
naiveté when he expressed his belief that cap-
italist society would be entirely unable to
cope with the class conflict generated by its
structure. In fact, every society is capable of
coping with whatever new phenomena arise
in it, if only by the simple yet effective iner-
tia which can be described, a little preten-
tiously, as the process of institutionalization.
In the case of class conflict, institutionaliza-
tion assumed a number of successive and
complementary forms. It began with the
painful process of recognition of the con-
tending parties as legitimate interest groups.
Within industry, a “secondary system of in-
dustrial citizenship” (Marshall, 1950, p. 68)
enabled both workers and entrepreneurs to
associate and defend their interests collec-
tively. Outside industry, the primary system
of political citizenship had the same effect.
And while, in the stage of organization, con-
flict may develop a greater visible intensity,

organization has at least two side effects
which operate in the opposite direction. Or-
ganization presupposes the legitimacy of
conflict groups, and it thereby removes the
permanent and incalculable threat of guer-
rilla warfare. At the same time, it makes
systematic regulations of conflicts possible.
Organization is institutionalization, and
whereas its manifest function is usually an
increasingly articulate and outspoken defense
of interests, it invariably has the latent func-
tion also of inaugurating routines of conflict
which contribute to reducing the violence of
clashes of interest. . . .

Nobody can, of course, ever be sure that a
given pattern of conflict regulation will al-
ways prove successful. There are still strikes,
and for all we know they will continue to
occur. But it has proved possible for indus-
trial society to get along with the clashes of
interest arising from its industrial and politi-
cal structure—and it has proved possible for
interest groups to get along with industrial
society. Instead of a battlefield, the scene of
group conflict has become a kind of market
in which relatively autonomous forces con-
tend according to certain rules of the game,
by virtue of which nobody is a permanent
winner or loser. This course of development
must naturally be bitter for the orthodox and
the dogmatic, but theirs is the kind of bitter-
ness which makes liberal minds rejoice. . . .

Power and Authority

One of the central theses of this study con-
sists in the assumption that the differential
distribution of authority invariably becomes
the determining factor of systematic social
conflicts of a type that is germane to class
conflicts in the traditional (Marxian) sense of
this term. The structural origin of such
group conflicts must be sought in the
arrangement of social roles endowed with ex-
pectations of domination or subjection.
Wherever there are such roles, group con-
flicts of the type in question are to be ex-



pected. Differentiation of groups engaged in
such conflicts follows the lines of differentia-
tion of roles that are relevant from the point
of view of the exercise of authority. Identifi-
cation of variously equipped authority roles
is the first task of conflict analysis;' concep-
tually and empirically all further steps of
analysis follow from the investigation of dis-
tributions of power and authority.
“Unfortunately, the concept of power is
not a settled one in the social sciences, either
in political science or in sociology” (Parsons,
1957, p. 139). Max Weber (1947), Pareto
(1955), Mosca (1950), later Russell (1938),
Bendix (1952), Lasswell (1936), and others
have explored some of the dimensions of this
category; they have not, however, reached
such a degree of consensus as would enable
us to employ the categories of power and au-
thority without at least brief conceptual pre-
liminaries. So far as the terms “power” and
“authority” and their distinction are con-
cerned, I shall follow in this study the useful
and well-considered definitions of Max
Weber. For Weber, power is the “probability
that one actor within a social relationship
will be in a position to carry out his own will
despite resistance, regardless of the basis on
which this probability rests”; whereas author-
ity (Herrschaf?) is the “probability that a
command with a given specific content will
be obeyed by a given group of persons”
(1947, p. 28). The important difference be-
tween power and authority consists in the
fact that whereas power is essentially tied to
the personality of individuals, authority is al-
ways associated with social positions or roles.
The demagogue has power over the masses to
whom he speaks or whose actions he con-
trols; but the control of the officer over his
men, the manager over his workers, the civil
servant over his clientele is authority, because
it exists as an expectation independent of the
specific person occupying the position of of-
ficer, manager, civil servant. It is only another
way of putting this difference if we say—
as does Max Weber—that while power is
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merely a factual relation, authority is a legiti-
mate relation of domination and subjection.
In this sense, authority can be described as
legitimate power.

In the present study we are concerned ex-
clusively with relations of authority, for these
alone are part of social structure and there-
fore permit the systematic derivation of
group conflicts from the organization of total
societies and associations within them. The
significance of such group conflicts rests with
the fact that they are not the product of
structurally fortuitous relations of power but
come forth wherever authority is exercised—
and that means in all societies under all
historical conditions. (1) Authority relations
are always relations of super- and subordina-
tion. (2) Where there are authority relations,
the superordinate element is socially ex-
pected to control, by orders and commands,
warnings and prohibitions, the behavior of
the subordinate element. (3) Such expecta-
tions attach to relatively permanent social
positions rather than to the character of in-
dividuals; they are in this sense legitimate.
(4) By virtue of this fact, they always involve
specification of the persons subject to control
and of the spheres within which control is
permissible. Authority, as distinct from
power, is never a relation of generalized con-
trol over others. (5) Authority being a legiti-
mate relation, noncompliance with authori-
tative commands can be sanctioned; it is
indeed one of the functions of the legal sys-
tem (and of course of quasi-legal customs
and norms) to support the effective exercise
of legitimate authority.

Alongside the term “authority,” we shall
employ in this study the terms “domination”
and “subjection.” These will be used synony-
mously with the rather clumsy expressions
“endowed with authority” or “participating in
the exercise of authority” (domination), and
“deprived of authority” or “excluded from the
exercise of authority” (subjection).

It seems desirable for purposes of conflict
analysis to specify the relevant unit of social
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organization in analogy to the concept of
social system in the analysis of integration.
To speak of specification here is perhaps mis-
leading. “Social system” is a very general con-
cept applicable to all types of organization;
and we shall want to employ an equally gen-
eral concept which differs from that of social
system by emphasizing a different aspect of
the same organizations. It seems to me that
Max Weber’s category “imperatively coordi-
nated association” (Herrschaftsverband) serves
this purpose despite its clumsiness. . . .

Empirically it is not always easy to identify
the border line between domination and sub-
jection. Authority has not remained unaf-
fected by the modern process of division of
labor. But even here, groups or aggregates can
be identified which do not participate in the
exercise of authority other than by complying
with given commands or prohibitions. Con-
trary to all criteria of social stratification, au-
thority does not permit the construction of
a scale. So-called hierarchies of authority
(as displayed, for example, in organization
charts) are in fact hierarchies of the “plus-
side” of authority, i.e., of the differentiation
of domination; but there is, in every associa-
tion, also a “minus-side” consisting of those
who are subjected to authority rather than
participate in its exercise.

In two respects this analysis has to be spec-
ified, if not supplemented. First, for the indi-
vidual incumbent of roles, domination in
one association does not necessarily involve
domination in all others to which he be-
longs, and subjection, conversely, in one as-
sociation does not mean subjection in all.
The dichotomy of positions of authority
holds for specific associations only. In a de-
mocratic state, there are both mere voters
and incumbents of positions of authority
such as cabinet ministers, representatives,
and higher civil servants. But this does not
mean that the “mere voter” cannot be in-
cumbent of a position of authority in a dif-
ferent context, say, in an industrial enter-
prise; conversely, a cabinet minister may be,

in his church, a mere member, i.e., subject to
the authority of others. Although empirically
a certain correlation of the authority posi-
tions of individuals in different associations
seems likely, it is by no means general and is
in any case a matter of specific empirical con-
ditions. It is at least possible, if not probable,
that if individuals in a given society are
ranked according to the sum total of their
authority positions in all associations, the re-
sulting pattern will not be a dichotomy but
rather like scales of stratification according to
income or prestige. For this reason it is nec-
essary to emphasize that in the sociological
analysis of group conflict the unit of analysis
is always a specific association and the di-
chotomy of positions within it.

As with respect to the set of roles associated
with an individual, total societies, also, do not
usually present an unambiguously dichotomic
authority structure. There are a large number
of imperatively coordinated associations in
any given society. Within every one of them
we can distinguish the aggregates of those who
dominate and those who are subjected. But
since domination in industry does not neces-
sarily involve domination in the state, or a
church, or other associations, total societies
can present the picture of a plurality of com-
peting dominant (and, conversely, subjected)
aggregates. This, again, is a problem for the
analysis of specific historical societies and
must not be confounded with the clearer lines
of differentiation within any one association.
Within the latter, the distribution of authority
always sums up to zero, i.e., there always is a
division involving domination and subjection.

I need hardly emphasize that from the
point of view of “settling” the concepts of
power and authority, the preceding discus-
sion has raised more problems than it has
solved. I believe, however, that for the pur-
poses of this study, and of a sociological the-
ory of conflict, little needs to be added to
what has been stated here. In order some-
what to substantiate this perhaps rather bold
assertion, it seems useful to recapitulate



briefly the heuristic purpose and logical sta-
tus of the considerations of this section.

I have introduced, as a structural determi-
nant of conflict groups, the category of au-
thority as exercised in imperatively coordi-
nated associations. While agreeing with
Marx that source and level of income—even
socioeconomic status—cannot usefully be
conceived as determinants of conflict groups,
I have added to this list of erroneous ap-
proaches Marx’s own in terms of property in
the means of production. Authority is both a
more general and a more significant social re-
lation. The former has been shown in our
critique of Marx; the latter will have to be
demonstrated elsewhere (see Dahrendorf
1959). The concept of authority is used, in
this context, in a specific sense. It is differen-
tiated from power by what may roughly be
referred to as the element of legitimacy; and
it has to be understood throughout in the re-
stricted sense of authority as distributed and
exercised in imperatively coordinated associ-
ations. While its “disruptive” or conflict-
generating consequences are not the only as-
pect of authority, they are the one relevant in
terms of the coercion model of society.
Within the frame of reference of this model,
(1) the distribution of authority in associa-
tions is the ultimate “cause” of the formation
of conflict groups, and (2) being dichoto-
mous, it is, in any given association, the
cause of the formation of two, and only two,
conflict groups.

NOTES
1. To facilitate communication, I shall employ in
this study a number of abbreviations. These must
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not however be misunderstood. Thus, “conflict
analysis” in this context stands for “analysis of group
conflicts of the class type, class being understood
in the traditional sense.” At no point do I want
to imply a claim for a generalized theory of social
conflict.
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11 B Erik Olin Wright

A General Framework for the

Analysis of Class Structure

The Point of Departure:
Neo-Marxist Analyses of
Class Structure

At the heart of the recent resurgence of Marx-
ist theorizing on the problem of class has been
what might be termed the “embarrassment” of
the middle class. For all of their disagree-
ments, all Marxists share a basic commitment
to a polarized abstract concept of class rela-
tions. Yet, at least at first glance, the concrete
class structures of contemporary advanced
capitalist societies look anything but polar-
ized. This empirical evidence of a large middle
class has provided critics of Marxism with one
of their principal arguments against Marxist
class theory. In response, a variety of solutions
to the problem of the middle class have been
proposed in the recent Marxist debates.
Without going into any detail, it is possible
to identify four broadly different strategies
that Marxists have adopted to deal with the
conceptual problem of nonpolarized class po-
sitions within a logic of polarized class rela-
tions.! First, the class structure of advanced
capitalist societies really 4 polarized; the “mid-
dle class” is strictly an ideological illusion.
This position deals with the problem of the
middle class by denying the problem itself.
Second, the middle class should be viewed as a
segment of some other class, typically a “new
petty bourgeoisie” or “new working class.”? In

this strategy the basic class map of capitalism
remains intact, but significant internal differ-
entiations within classes are added to the
analysis of class structure. Third, the middle
class is really a new class in its own right,
completely distinct from either the bour-
geoisie, the proletariat, or the petty bour-
geoisie. Sometimes this class is given a specific
name, such as the Professional Managerial
Class,? sometimes it is simply called “the New
Class.”® By adding entirely new classes to the
class structure, this approach more radically
alters the class map of capitalism than the
class-segment strategy. Fourth, the positions
aggregated under the popular rubric “middle
class” are not really in  class at all. Rather they
should be viewed as locations that are simulta-
neously in more than one class, positions that
I have characterized as “contradictory loca-
tions within class relations.” Managers, for
example, should be viewed as simultaneously
in the working class (in so far as they are wage
laborers dominated by capitalists) and in the
capitalist class (in so far as they control the op-
eration of production and the labor of work-
ers). This strategy departs most from the tra-
ditional Marxist vision of class structure since
the very meaning of a “location” is altered:
there is no longer a one-to-one correspon-
dence between structural locations filled by
individuals and classes.

Eric Olin Wright. “A General Framework for the Analysis of Class Structure,” Politics and Society 13 (1984),
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I no longer feel that this fourth solution
is satisfactory. Specifically, it suffers from
two important problems that it shares with
most other neo-Marxist conceptualizations
of class structure: it tends to shift the analy-
sis of class relations from exploitation to
domination; and it implicitly regards social-
ism—a society within which the working
class is the “ruling class™—as the only possi-
ble alternative to capitalism.

Domination Versus Exploitation
Throughout the development of the concept of
contradictory class locations I have insisted that
this was a reformulation of a distinctively
Marxist class concept. As part of the rhetoric of
such an enterprise, I affirmed the relationship
between class and exploitation. Nevertheless, in
practice the concept of contradictory locations
within class relations rested almost exclusively
on relations of domination rather than exploita-
tion. Reference to exploitation functioned
more as a background concept to the discus-
sion of classes than as a constitutive element of
the analysis of class structures. Managers, for
example, were basically defined as a contradic-
tory location because they were simultaneously
dominators and dominated. Domination rela-
tions were also decisive in defining the class
character of “semiautonomous employees™—
locations that, I argued, were simultaneously
petty bourgeois and proletarian by virtue of
their self-direction within the labor process—
since “autonomy” defines a condition with re-
spect to domination. This same tendency of
substituting domination for exploitation at the
core of the concept of class is found in most
other neo-Marxist conceptualizations of class
structure.

For some people, of course, marginalizing
the concept of exploitation is a virtue, not a
sin. My own view, however, is that this is a se-
rious weakness. The marginalization of ex-
ploitation both undermines claims that classes
have “objective” interests and erodes the cen-
trality Marxists have accorded class in social

theory.

The concept of domination does not in
and of itself imply any specific interest of ac-
tors. Parents dominate small children, but
this does not imply that they have intrinsi-
cally opposed interests to their children.
What would make those interests antagonis-
tic is if the relation of parents to children
were exploitative as well. Exploitation, unlike
domination, intrinsically implies a set of op-
posing material interests. If we wish to retain
some sense in which the interests of individ-
uals as members of classes are not simply
whatever interests those individuals subjec-
tively hold, then the shift to a domination-
centered concept renders this more difficult.

Domination-centered concepts of class
also tend to slide into what can be termed
“the multiple oppressions” approach to un-
derstanding society. Societies, in this view,
are characterized by a plurality of oppressions
each rooted in a different form of domina-
tion—sexual, racial, national, economic—
none of which has any explanatory priority
over any other. Class, then, becomes just one
of many oppressions, with no particular cen-
trality for social and historical analysis. How
important class is in a given society becomes
an historically contingent question.

Again, this displacement of class from the
center stage may be viewed as an achieve-
ment rather than a problem. It may be that
class should not occupy a privileged place in
social theory. But if one believes, as Marxists
traditionally have believed, that only by giv-
ing class this central place is it possible to de-
velop a scientific theory of the trajectory of
historical development, and in particular, a
theory of the real historical alternatives to
capitalism, then the domination-centered
concept of class risks eroding the theoretical
justification for Marxian class analysis itself.

Classes in Postcapitalist Societies

Classical Marxism was absolutely unequivocal
about the historical prognosis for capitalism:
socialism—and ultimately communism—was
the future of capitalist societies. The bearer of
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that necessary future was the working class.
The polarized class structure within capital-
ism between the bourgeoisie and the prole-
tariat thus paralleled the polarized historical
alternatives between capitalism and socialism.

The actual historical experience of the
twentieth century has called into question,
although not unambiguously refuted, this
historical vision. As I have argued elsewhere,
it is necessary to at least entertain the possi-
bility of postcapitalist class structures.® The
difficulty is that with very few exceptions,
the conceptual frameworks adopted by
Marxists for analyzing capitalist class rela-
tions do not contain adequate criteria for un-
derstanding postcapitalist classes.” In partic-
ular, all of the class categories in my analysis
of contradictory locations within class rela-
tions were either situated firmly within capi-
talist relations (bourgeoisie, managers, work-
ers) or in contradictory locations involving
basically precapitalist relations (semiau-
tonomous employees, the petty bourgeoisie,
small employers). There were no elements
within this analysis of class relations in capi-
talist society that could point the direction
for the analysis of postcapitalist classes. The
result is a tendency for discussions of post-
capitalist class structures—the class struc-
tures of “actually existing socialism”—to
have a very ad hoc character to them.

Given these conceptual problems—the
shift from exploitation to domination and
the lack of a conceptual basis for analyzing
postcapitalist classes—there are really two
theoretical alternatives that could be pur-
sued. One possibility is to celebrate the shift
to a domination-centered concept and use
this new class concept as the basis for analyz-
ing both capitalist and postcapitalist society.
This would lead class analysis firmly in the
direction of Dahrendorf’s analysis of classes
as positions within authority relations.® A
second alternative is to attempt to restore ex-
ploitation as the center of class analysis in
such a way that it can both accommodate the
empirical complexities of the middle class

within capitalism and the historical reality of
postcapitalist class structures. It is this second
course of action that I will pursue in the rest
of this paper.

The basis for this reconstruction of an
exploitation-centered concept of class comes
from the recent work of John Roemer.’
While Roemer himself has not been particu-
larly concerned with problems of empirical
investigation or the elaboration of concrete
maps of class structures, nevertheless his
work does provide a rich foundation for such
endeavors. As I will attempt to show, with
suitable modification and extension, his
strategy of analysis can provide a rigorous
basis for resolving the problems in the con-
cept of contradictory class locations.

Roemer’s Account of
Class and Exploitation

The Concept of Exploitation

We observe inequalities in the distribution
of incomes, the real consumption packages
available to individuals, families, groups.
The concept of exploitation is a particular
way of analyzing such inequalities. To de-
scribe an inequality as reflecting exploitation
is to make the claim that there exists a par-
ticular kind of causal relationship between
the incomes of different actors. More con-
cretely, we will say that the rich exploit the
poor when two things can be established:
that the welfare of the rich causally depends
on the deprivations of the poor—the rich
are rich because the poor are poor; and that
the welfare of the rich depends upon the ¢f
fort of the poor—the rich, through one
mechanism or another, appropriate part of
the fruits of labor of the poor. The first of
these criteria by itself defines economic op-
pression, but not exploitation. Unemployed
workers, in these terms, are economically
oppressed but not exploited. Exploitation
implies both economic oppression and ap-
propriation of at least part of the social sur-

plus by the oppressor.



A General Framework for the Analysis of Class Structure - 101

The traditional Marxist concept of ex-
ploitation is clearly a special case of this gen-
eral concept. In Marxian exploitation one
class appropriates the surplus labor per-
formed by another class through various
mechanisms. The income of the exploiting
class comes from the labor performed by the
exploited class. There is thus a straight-
forward causal linkage between the poverty
and effort of the exploited and the affluence
of the exploiter. The latter benefits at the ex-
pense of the former.

Roemer has attempted to elaborate this
view of exploitation using two strategies. The
first of these involves studying through a se-
ries of formal mathematical models the flows
of “surplus labor” from one category of ac-
tors to another in the course of various ex-
change relations; the second involves adopt-
ing a kind of game-theory approach to
specifying different forms of exploitation.
Let us briefly examine each of these in turn.

The Labor-Transfer Approach

The analysis of labor transfers is an extension
of the traditional Marxist view of exploita-
tion, although Roemer self-consciously does
not rely on the labor theory of value in order
to explore such labor transfers. The main tar-
get of his analysis is the view, commonly held
by Marxists, that a necessary condition for
the exploitation of labor in a market econ-
omy is the institution of wage labor. Roemer
demonstrates two basic propositions. First,
Roemer demonstrates that exploitation can
occur in an economy in which all producers
own their own means of production and in
which there is no market in labor power and
no credit market (that is, no borrowing). The
only things that are traded are products. In
such an economy if different producers own
different amounts of productive assets such
that different producers have to work differ-
ent numbers of hours to produce the ex-
change-equivalent of their own subsistence,
then free trade among these producers will
lead to exploitation of the asset poor by the

asset rich. What Roemer shows in this simple
economy is not simply that some producers
work less than others for the same subsis-
tence, but that the workers who work less are
able to do so because the less-endowed pro-
ducers have to work more. The critical proof
in this example is that if the asset-poor per-
son simply stopped producing—died—and
the asset-rich person took over the asset-
poor’s assets, then the asset-rich producer
would have to work longer hours than before
to maintain the same subsistence. There is
thus not merely an inequality among the
producers in this economy, but exploitation
as well.

Second, Roemer demonstrates that there is
complete symmetry in the structure of ex-
ploitation in a system in which capital hires
wage laborers and in a system in which work-
ers rent capital (that is, systems with credit
and labor markets). For this analysis, he
compares the class structures and patterns of
exploitation on the two imaginary islands,
“labor-market island” and “credit-market is-
land.” On both islands some people own no
means of production and other people own
varying amounts of the means of production.
The distribution of these assets is identical
on the two islands. And on both islands peo-
ple have the same motivations: they all seek
to minimize the amount of labor-time they
must expend to achieve a common level of
subsistence. The two islands differ in only
one respect: on the labor-market island peo-
ple are allowed to sell their labor power,
whereas on the credit-market island people
are prohibited from selling their labor power
but are allowed to borrow, at some interest
rate, the means of production. Roemer
shows that on each island there is a strict cor-
respondence between class location (derived
from ownership of differing amounts of
means of production, including no means of
production) and exploitation status (having
one’s surplus labor appropriated by someone
else). This is what he terms the “Class-
Exploitation Correspondence Principle.” He
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also shows that the two class structures are
completely isomorphic: every individual on
one island would be in exactly the same ex-
ploitation status on the other island.

The upshot of these two propositions (and
others that Roemer explores) is the claim
that market-based exploitation is strictly a
consequence of inequalities in the distribu-
tion of the means of production. However,
while this may typically play itself out
through a labor market, this is only one con-
crete institutional form for such exploitation:
it is not the necessary condition for the ex-
ploitation to occur.

The Game-Theory Approach

While the labor-transfer analyses of exploita-
tion were primarily designed to reveal the
underlying logic of exploitation in market
exchanges, the game-theory approach is
used by Roemer to compare different sys-
tems of exploitation. The idea is to compare
different systems of exploitation by treating
the organization of production as a “game”
and asking if a coalition of players would be
better off if they withdrew from the game
under certain specified procedures. Different
types of exploitation are defined by the
withdrawal rules that would make certain
agents better off.

More formally, Roemer argues that a coali-
tion of actors S can be said to be exploited,
and another coalition S’ (the complement of
S) can be said to be exploiting, if “there is no
alternative, which we may conceive of as
hypothetically feasible, in which S would be
better off than in its present situation, [and
if,] under this alternative, the complement to
S ... would be worse off than at present.”!°
The counterfactual in these two conditions is
meant to convey the sense in which the wel-
fare of S’ is causally dependent upon the
deprivation of S.

Roemer uses this strategy to define three
kinds of exploitation: feudal exploitation,
capitalist exploitation, and what he refers to
as socialist exploitation. Let’s begin with cap-

italist exploitation. Workers own no physical
assets (means of production) and sell their
labor power to capitalists for a wage. Are
workers exploited under capitalism? The an-
swer to this question, in the game theoretic
formulation, requires posing an alternative
game to the game of capitalism within which
the two conditions specified above hold.
What is the alternative? It is a game within
which each worker receives his/her per capita
share of societys total productive assets. What
Roemer demonstrates is that if the coalition
of all wage-earners were to leave the game of
capitalism with their per capita share of soci-
ety’s assets, then they would be better off than
staying in capitalism, and capitalists would be
worse off. The “withdrawal rule” in this
case—leaving the game with per capita shares
of physical assets—then becomes the formal
“test” of whether or not a particular social sys-
tem involves capitalistic exploitation.

In contrast, the withdrawal rule to specify
feudal exploitation is leaving the game with
one’s personal assets (rather than one’s per
capita share of total social assets). This is
equivalent to the feudal serf being freed from
all obligations based on personal bondage.
Peasants would be better off under such cir-
cumstances; feudal lords would be worse off.!!

The concept of the socialist exploitation is
the least systematically worked out in Roe-
mer’s analysis. The withdrawal rule in this
case is leaving the game with one’s per capita
share of inalienable assets (skills). A coalition
will be said to be socialistically exploited if it
would improve its position by leaving with
its per capita skills while its complement
would be worse off under such circum-
stances. This implies that people with high
levels of skills in the game receive high in-
come not simply because they have high
skills, but because of the differentials in skill
levels across actors. The highly skilled would
become worse off if the unskilled obtained
skills; they thus have an interest in maintain-
ing skill differentials, and this is what under-
pins the claim that their income reflects ex-
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ploitation.!? If a skilled person’s income re-
flected no more than the amount of time and
resources it takes to obtain the skill, then
there would be no skill-based exploitation.
The higher incomes would simply be reim-
bursement for real costs incurred. The argu-
ment behind skill exploitation is that people
with scarce skills receive incomes above the
costs of producing those skills, a “rent” com-
ponent to their income; it is this element
that constitutes exploitation.

Class and Exploitation

The central message of both of Roemer’s
strategies for analyzing exploitation is that the
material basis of exploitation is inequalities in
distributions of productive assets, or what is
usually referred to as property relations. On
the one hand, inequalities of assets are suffi-
cient to account for transfers of labor surplus;
on the other hand, different forms of asset in-
equality specify different systems of exploita-
tion. Classes are then defined as positions
within the social relations of production de-
rived from these relations of exploitation.!?

These conclusions have led Roemer to
challenge directly the tendency of Marxists
(like myself) to define class relations primar-
ily in terms of domination relations within
production. Of course, exploiting classes
dominate exploited classes in the sense of
preventing the exploited classes from taking
the exploiting class’s productive assets. But
domination within production, Roemer in-
sists, is not a central part of defining class re-
lations as such.

In previous work I have criticized Roemer’s
position on this issue.' I argued that class re-
lations intrinsically involved domination
the point of production, not simply in the re-
pressive protection of the property relations
as such. I now think that Roemer is correct
on this point. That capitalists boss workers
around within production is unquestionably
an important feature of most historic forms
of capitalist production and may play an im-

portant role in explaining the forms of class
organization and class conflict within produc-
tion. However, the basis of the capital-labor
relation should be identified with relations of
effective control (that is, real economic own-
ership) over productive assets as such.

One of the reasons why I resisted Roemer’s
conceptualization of classes in terms of prop-
erty relations is that it seemed to blur the dif-
ference between Marxist definitions of class
and Weberian definitions. Weberian defini-
tions, as I construed them, were “market
based” definitions of class, whereas Marxist
definitions were “production based.” The re-
puted advantage of the latter was that pro-
duction was more “fundamental” than ex-
change, and therefore production-based class
concepts had more explanatory power than
market-based concepts.

What now seems clear to me is that defini-
tions of classes in terms of property relations
should not be identified with strictly market-
based definitions. Property-relations accounts
of classes do not define classes by income
shares, by the results of market transactions,
but by the productive assets that classes con-
trol, which lead them to adopt certain strate-
gies within exchange relations and which
thereby determine the outcomes of those
market transactions.

Toward a General
Framework of Class Analysis

Extending Roemer’s Analysis

The heart of Roemer’s analysis is the linkage
between the distribution of productive assets
of various sorts and exploitation. Different
mechanisms of exploitation are defined by
different kinds of assets, and different class
systems are defined by which of these assets is
most important for shaping the patterns of
exploitation in the society.

In Roemer’s own explicit formulation,
only two kinds of assets are formally consid-
ered: physical assets (alienable assets in his
terminology) and skill assets (inalienable
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assets). The distinction between exploitation
in feudalism and exploitation in capitalism
revolves around the nature of the withdrawal
rules with respect to physical assets (with-
drawing with one’s personal assets to define
feudal exploitation versus withdrawing with
one’s per capita share of assets to define capi-
talist exploitation). The feudal case, however,
can be characterized in a somewhat different
way. Labor power is a productive asset.!” In
capitalist societies everyone owns one unit of
this asset, namely themselves. In feudalism,
on the other hand, ownership rights over
labor power are unequally distributed: feudal
lords have more than one unit, serfs have less
than one unit. To be sure, it is not typical of
feudalism for serfs to own no labor power—
they are generally not slaves divested of all
ownership rights in their own labor power—
but they do not have complete effective con-
trol over their own persons as productive ac-
tors, and this is what it means to “own” one’s
own labor power assets. The withdrawal rule
that defines feudal exploitation can then be
specified as leaving the feudal game with
one’s per capita share of society’s assets in
labor power, namely one unit. Feudal ex-
ploitation is thus exploitation (transfers of
labor) that results from inequalities in the
distribution of assets in labor power.

Reformulating feudal exploitation in this
manner makes the game-theory specification
of different exploitations in Roemer’s analysis
symmetrical: feudal exploitation is based on
inequalities generated by ownership of labor-
power assets; capitalist exploitation on inequal-
ities generated by ownership of alienable assets;
socialist exploitation on inequalities generated
by ownership of inalienable assets. And cor-
responding to each of these exploitation-
generating inequalities of assets, there is a spe-
cific class relation: lords and serfs in feudalism,
bourgeoisie and proletariat in capitalism, ex-
perts and workers in socialism.

But how, it might be asked, should “actu-
ally existing socialist societies” be theorized
within these categories? The anticapitalist rev-

olution in Russia resulted in the virtual elim-
ination of private property in the means of
production: individuals cannot own means
of production, they cannot inherit them or
dispose of them on a market, and so on. And
yet it seems unsatisfactory to characterize
such societies simply in terms of skill-based
exploitation. Experts do not appear to be the
“ruling class” in those societies, and the dy-
namic of the societies does not seem to re-
volve around skill inequalities as such.

Roemer recognized this problem and
introduced what he termed “status exploi-
tation” to deal with it. The exploitation ex-
ercised by bureaucrats is the prototypical
example. “If these positions,” Roemer writes,
“required special skills, then one might be
justified in calling the differential remunera-
tion to these positions an aspect of socialist
[skill-based] exploitation. . . . [However]
there is some extra remuneration to holders
of those positions which accrues solely by
virtue of the position and not by virtue of the
skill necessary to carry out the tasks associ-
ated with it. These special payments to posi-
tions give rise to status exploitation.”'°

Roemer’s concept of status exploitation is
unsatisfactory for two principal reasons.
First, it is outside of the logic of the rest of
his analysis of exploitation. In each of the
other cases, exploitation is rooted in relations
to the forces of production. Each of the other
forms of exploitation is “materialist” not only
because the concept is meant to explain ma-
terial distribution, but also because it is based
on the relation to the material conditions of
production. “Status” exploitation has no nec-
essary relationship to production at all. Sec-
ond, it is hard to rigorously distinguish status
exploitation from feudal exploitation. The
“lord” receives remuneration strictly because
of an incumbency in a position, not because
of skills or ownership of capital. Yet, it hardly
seems reasonable to consider the logic of ex-
ploitation and class in the contemporary So-
viet Union and in fourteenth-century feudal
Europe as being essentially the same.
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The problems with the concept of status
exploitation can be solved by analyzing ex-
ploitation based on a fourth element in the
inventory of productive assets, an asset that
can be referred to as “organization.” As both
Adam Smith and Marx noted, the technical
division of labor among producers is itself a
source of productivity. The way the produc-
tion process is organized is a productive re-
source independent of the expenditure of
labor power, the use of means of production,
or the skills of the producer. Of course there
is an interrelationship between organization
and these other assets, just as there is an in-
terdependence between means of production
and skills. But organization—the conditions
of coordinated cooperation among producers
in a complex division of labor—is a produc-
tive resource in its own right.

How is this asset distributed in different
kinds of societies? In contemporary capital-
ism, organization assets are generally con-
trolled by managers and capitalists: managers
control the organization assets within specific
firms under constraints imposed by the own-
ership of the capital assets by capitalists. En-
trepreneurial capitalists directly control both
kinds of assets (and probably skill assets as
well); pure rentier capitalists (“coupon clip-
pers”) only own capital assets. Because of the
anarchy of the capitalist market, no set of
actors controls the technical division of labor
across firms.

In state bureaucratic socialism, organiza-
tion assets assume a much greater impor-
tance. Controlling the technical division of
labor—the coordination of productive activ-
ities within and across labor processes—
becomes a societal task organized at the cen-
ter. The control over organization assets is no
longer simply the task of firm-level managers
but extends into the central organs of plan-
ning within the state. Exploitation in such
societies is thus based on bureaucratic power:
the control over organization assets defines
the material basis for class relations and
exploitation.

This notion of organization assets bears a
close relation to the problem of authority
and hierarchy. The asset is organization. The
activity of using that asset is coordinated de-
cision making over a complex technical divi-
sion of labor. When that asset is distributed
unequally, so some positions have effective
control over much more of the asset than
others, then the social relation with respect
to that asset takes the form of hierarchical
authority. Authority, however, is not the asset
as such; organization is the asset and is con-
trolled through a hierarchy of authority.

The claim that effective control over or-
ganization assets is a basis of exploitation is
equivalent to saying that nonmanagers would
be better off and managers/bureaucrats worse
off if nonmanagers were to withdraw with
their per capita share of organization assets
(or equivalently, if organizational control
were democratized); and that by virtue of ef-
fectively controlling organization assets man-
agers/bureaucrats control part or all of the
socially produced surplus.!”

A Typology of Class Structures,

Assets, and Exploitation

If we add organization assets to the list in
Roemer’s analysis, we generate the more com-
plex typology presented in Table 1. Let us
briefly look at each row of this table and ex-
amine its logic. Feudalism is a class system
based on unequal distribution of ownership
rights in labor power. What “personal
bondage” means is that feudal lords have par-
tial effective economic control over vassals.
The empirical manifestation of this unequal
distribution of ownership rights over labor
power in classical feudalism is the coercive ex-
traction of labor dues from serfs. When
corvée labor is commuted to rents in kind and
eventually money rents, the feudal character
of the exploitation relation is reflected in legal
prohibitions on the movement of peasants off
the land. The “Hight” of a peasant to the city
is, in effect, a form of theft: the peasant is
stealing part of the labor power owned by the
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lord. Feudal lords may also have more means
of production than serfs, more organizational
assets, and more productive skills (although
this is unlikely), and thus they may be ex-
ploiters with respect to these assets as well.
What defines the society as “feudal,” however,
is the primacy of the distinctively feudal
mechanisms of exploitation. Accordingly, feu-
dal class relations will be the primary struc-
tural basis of class struggle.

The bourgeois revolutions radically redis-
tributed productive assets in people: everyone,
at least in principle, owns one unit. This is
what is meant by “bourgeois freedoms,” and in
this sense capitalism can be regarded as an his-
torically progressive force. But capitalism raises
the second type of exploitation, exploitation
based on property relations in means of pro-
duction, to an unprecedented level.

The typical institutional form of capitalist
class relations is capitalists having full owner-
ship rights in the means of production and
workers none. Other possibilities, however,
have existed historically. Cottage industries
in early capitalism involved workers owning
some of their means of production, but not
having sufficient assets to actually produce
commodities without the assistance of mer-
chant capitalists. Such workers were still
being capitalistically exploited even though

there was no formal labor market with
wages. In all capitalist exploitation, the me-
diating mechanism is market exchanges. Un-
like in feudalism, surplus is not directly
appropriated from workers in the form of
coerced labor. Rather, it is appropriated
through market exchanges: workers are paid
a wage that covers the costs of production of
their labor power; capitalists receive an in-
come from the sale of the commodities pro-
duced by workers. The difference in these
quantities constitutes the exploitative surplus
appropriated by capitalists.

Anticapitalist revolutions attempt to elimi-
nate the distinctively capitalist form of
exploitation, exploitation based on private
ownership of the means of production. The
nationalization of the principal means of pro-
duction is, in effect, a radical equalization of
ownership of capital: everyone owns one citi-
zen-share. Such revolutions, however, do not
eliminate, and indeed may considerably
strengthen and deepen, inequalities of effec-
tive control over organization assets. Whereas
in capitalism the control over organization
assets does not extend beyond the firm, in
state bureaucratic socialism the coordinated
integration of the division of labor extends to
the whole society through institutions of cen-
tral state planning. The mechanism by which
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this generates exploitative transfers of surplus
involves the centrally planned bureaucratic
appropriation and distribution of the surplus
along hierarchical principles. The corre-
sponding class relation is therefore between
managers/bureaucrats—people who control
organization assets—and nonmanagers.

The historical task of revolutionary trans-
formation of state bureaucratic socialism re-
volves around the equalization of effective
economic control over organization assets, or,
equivalently, the democratization of bureau-
cratic apparatuses of production. This does
not imply total direct democracy, where all
decisions of any consequence are directly
made in democratic assemblies. There will still
inevitably be delegated responsibilities, and
there certainly can be representative forms of
democratic control. But it does mean that the
basic parameters of planning and coordinating
social production are made through democra-
tic mechanisms and that incumbency within
delegated positions of responsibility does not
give incumbents any personal claims on the
social surplus. Such equalization, however,
would not necessarily affect exploitation based
on skills/credentials. Such exploitation would
remain a central feature of socialism.

“Skill” in this context is not a trivial con-
cept. The mere possession of enhanced labor-
ing capabilities acquired through training is
not sufficient to generate relations of ex-
ploitation, since the income of such trained
labor may simply reflect the costs of acquir-
ing the training. In such cases there is neither
a transfer of surplus, nor would the un-
trained be better off under the game-theory
specification of exploitation. For a skill to be
the basis of exploitation, therefore, it has
to be in some sense scarce relative to its
demand, and there must be a mechanism
through which individual owners of scarce
skills are able to translate that scarcity into
higher incomes.

There are basically three ways that skills
can become scarce: first, they may require
special zalents that are naturally scarce in a

population; second, access to the training
needed to develop the skill may be restricted
through various mechanisms, creating an ar-
tificial scarcity of trained people; third, a
certification system may be established that
prohibits uncertified people from being em-
ployed to use the skill even if they have it. In
all of these cases, the exploitation comes
from the skilled/certified individual receiving
an income that is above the costs of produc-
tion of the skills by virtue of the scarcity of
the availability of the skill.

In this conceptualization of socialism, a so-
cialist society is essentially a kind of democ-
ratic technocracy. Experts control their own
skills and knowledge within production, and
by virtue of such control are able to appro-
priate some of the surplus out of production.
However, because of the democratization of
organization assets, actual planning decisions
will not be made under the direct control of
experts but will be made through some kind
of democratic procedure (this is in effect
what democratization of organization assets
means: equalizing control over the planning
and coordinating of social production). This
means that the actual class power of a social-
ist technocratic exploiting class will be much
weaker than the class power of exploiting
classes in other class systems. Their owner-
ship rights extend to only a limited part of
the social surplus.

This much more limited basis of domina-
tion implied by skill-based exploitation is
consistent with the spirit, if not the letter, of
Marx’s claim that socialism is the “lower
stage” of “communism,” since classes are al-
ready in a partial state of dissolution in a
society with only skill-based exploitation.
Communism itself, then, would be under-
stood as a society within which skill-based
exploitation itself had “withered away,” that
is, in which ownership rights in skills had
been equalized. This does not mean, it must
be stressed, that all individuals would actu-
ally possess the same skills in communism,
any more than eliminating property rights in
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means of production implies that all individ-
uals would actively use the same amount of
physical capital. What is equalized is effective
control over skills as a productive resource

and claims to differential incomes resulting
from differential use of skills.!® . . .

The Middle Classes and

Contradictory Locations

The framework in Table 1 enables us to pose
the problem of middle classes in a new way.
Two different kinds of nonpolarized class lo-
cations can be defined in the logic of this
framework:

1. There are class locations that are nei-
ther exploiters nor exploited, that is,
people who have precisely the per
capita level of the relevant asset. A petty
bourgeois, self-employed producer with
average capital stock, for example,
would be neither exploiter nor ex-
ploited within capitalist relations.
These kinds of positions are what can
be called the “traditional” or “old”

middle class of a particular kind of class
system.

2. Since concrete societies are rarely, if
ever, characterized by a single mode of
production, the actual class structures of
given societies will be characterized by
complex patterns of intersecting ex-
ploitation relations. There will therefore
tend to be some positions that are ex-
ploiting along one dimension of ex-
ploitation relations and are exploited
along another. Highly skilled wage-
earners (for example, professionals) in
capitalism are a good example: they are
capitalistically exploited because they
lack assets in capital, and yet they are
skill exploiters. Such positions are what
are typically referred to as the “new
middle class” of a given system.

Table 2 presents a schematic typology of
such complex class locations for capitalism.
The typology is divided into two segments:
one for owners of the means of production and
one for nonowners. Within the wage-earner
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section of the typology, locations are distin-
guished by the two subordinate relations of ex-
ploitation characteristic of capitalist society—
organization assets and skill/credential assets. It
is thus possible within this framework to dis-
tinguish a whole terrain of class locations in
capitalist society that are distinct from the po-
larized classes of the capitalist mode of produc-
tion: expert managers, nonmanagerial experts,
nonexpert managers, and so on.!?

What is the relationship between this het-
erogeneous exploitation definition of the
middle class and my previous conceptualiza-
tion of such positions as contradictory loca-
tions within class relations? There is still a
sense in which such positions could be char-
acterized as “contradictory locations,” for
they will typically hold contradictory inter-
ests with respect to the primary forms of class
struggle in capitalist society, the struggle be-
tween labor and capital. On the one hand,
they are like workers, in being excluded from
ownership of the means of production. On
the other hand, they have interests opposed
to workers because of their effective control
of organization and skill assets. Within the
struggles of capitalism, therefore, these new
middle classes do constitute contradictory lo-
cations, or more precisely, contradictory
locations within exploitation relations.

This conceptualization of the middle
classes also suggests that historically the prin-
cipal forms of contradictory locations will
vary depending upon the particular combi-
nations of exploitation relations in a given
society. These principal contradictory loca-
tions are presented in Table 3. In feudalism,
the critical contradictory location is consti-
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tuted by the bourgeoisie, the rising class of
the successor mode of production. Within
capitalism, the central contradictory location
within exploitation relations is constituted
by managers and state bureaucrats. They em-
body a principle of class organization that is
quite distinct from capitalism and that po-
tentially poses an alternative to capitalist rela-
tions. This is particularly true for state man-
agers who, unlike corporate managers, are
less likely to have their careers tightly inte-
grated with the interests of the capitalist
class. Finally, in state bureaucratic socialism,
the “intelligentsia” broadly defined consti-
tutes the pivotal contradictory location.

One of the upshots of this reconceptualiza-
tion of the middle class is that it is no longer
axiomatic that the proletariat is the unique, or
perhaps even the central, rival to the capitalist
class for class power in capitalist society. That
classical Marxist assumption depended upon
the thesis that there were no other classes
within capitalism that could be viewed as the
“bearers” of an historical alternative to capital-
ism. Socialism (as the transition to commu-
nism) was the only possible future for capital-
ism. What Table 3 suggests is that there are
other class forces within capitalism that poten-
tially pose an alternative to capitalism. This
does not imply that there is any inevitability
to the sequence feudalism—capitalism-state bu-
reaucratic socialism—socialism—communism;
state bureaucrats are not inevitably destined to
be the future ruling class of present-day capi-
talisms. But it does suggest that the process of
class formation and class struggle is consider-
ably more complex and indeterminate than
the traditional Marxist story has allowed.

NOTES

1. For a more detailed review of these alternatives,
see E.O. Wright, “Varieties of Marxist Concepts of
Class Structure,” Politics and Society, vol. 9, no. 3
(1980).

2. The leading proponent of the concept of the
“new petty bourgeoisic” is N. Poulantzas, Classes in

Contemporary Capitalism (London: Verso, 1975).
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ledge and Kegan Paul, 1977).
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ploitation and Class (Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 1982).

10. Roemer, A General Theory, pp. 194-95.

11. But note: workers in capitalism are 7oz feudal-
istically exploited; they would be worse off, not bet-
ter off, if they withdrew from the game of capitalism
with only their personal assets. As Roemer argues,
the claim by neoclassical theorists that wage earners
in capitalism are not exploited is generally equivalent
to the claim that they are not feudalistically ex-
ploited, that is, that they are not subjected to surplus
extraction based on relations of personal bondage.
See Roemer, A General Theory, p. 206.

12. The asset-exploitation nexus thus depends
upon the capacity of asset-holders to deprive others
of that asset. The social basis of exploitation, under-
stood in this way, is quite similar to Frank Parkin’s
characterization of Weber’s concept of social closure
as “the process by which social collectivities seek to
maximize rewards by restricting access to resources
and opportunities to a limited circle of eligibles.” F.

Parkin, Marxism and Class Theory: A Bourgeois Cri-
tigue (New York: Columbia University Press, 1979).
While Parkin’s central concern is with the kinds of
attributes that serve as the basis for closure—race,
religion, language—Roemer’s is with the nature of
the resources (productive assets) over which closure
is organized.

13. Roemer’s conceptualization of the relationship
between class and exploitation is similar in certain as-
pects to Alvin Gouldner’s, although Roemer is un-
aware of Gouldner’s work. Gouldner defines the “New
Class” as a cultural bourgeoisie defined by its control
over “cultural capital,” where “capital” is defined as
“any produced object used to make saleable utilities,
thus providing its possessor with incomes, or claims to
incomes defined as legitimate because of their imputed
contribution to economic productivity.” (Future of In-
tellectuals, p. 21). While Gouldner does not character-
ize this income allocation process in terms of exploita-
tion, Roemer’s exploitation concept would fit
comfortably within Gouldner’s general approach.

14. E.O. Wright, “The Status of the Political in
the Concept of Class Structure,” Politics and Society,
vol. 11, no. 3 (1982).

15. See G.A. Cohen, Karl Marx’s Theory of His-
tory: A Defense (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1978), pp. 40—41, for a discussion of why
labor power should be considered part of the forces
of production (that is, a productive asset).

16. Roemer, A General Theory, p. 243.

17. This “control of the surplus,” it must be noted,
is not the equivalent of the actual personal consump-
tion income of managers and bureaucrats, any more
than capitalist profits or feudal rents are the equiva-
lent of the personally consumed income of capitalists
and feudal lords. It is historically variable both within
and between types of societies what fraction of the
surplus effectively controlled by exploiting classes is
used for personal consumption and what portion is
used for other purposes (feudal military expenditures,
capitalist accumulation, organization growth). The
claim that managers-bureaucrats would be “worse
off” under conditions of a redistribution of organiza-
tion assets refers to the amount of income they effec-
tively control, which is therefore potentially available
for personal appropriation, not simply the amount
they personally consume.

18. It may be utopian to imagine a society with-
out skill-based exploitation, or even a society with-
out organization-asset exploitation, particularly if we
reject the claim that a future society will ever exist in
a state of absolute abundance. In the absence of ab-
solute abundance, all societies will face dilemmas
and trade-offs around the problem of distribution of
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consumption, and such dilemmas may pose in-
tractable incentive problems in the absence of ex-
ploitation. For a careful exposition of the problem of
utopian fantasies in Marxist theory, see A. Nove, The
Economics of Feasible Socialism (Hemel Hempstead:
George Allen and Unwin, 1983).
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19. The labor-force data in this table come from
the comparative project on class structure and class
consciousness, University of Wisconsin. Details of
the coding of categories and the operationalization
of variables can be found in E.O. Wright, Classes
(London: Verso, 1985), appendix 2.

Class Conflict in the Capitalist World Economy

What is capitalism as a mode of production?
This is not an easy question, and for that rea-
son is not in fact a widely discussed one. It
seems to me that there are several elements
that combine to constitute the ‘model’. Cap-
italism is the only mode of production in
which the maximization of surplus creation is
rewarded per se. In every historical system,
there has been some production for use, and
some production for exchange, but only in
capitalism are all producers rewarded primar-
ily in terms of the exchange value they pro-
duce and penalized to the extent they neglect
it. The ‘rewards’ and ‘penalties’ are mediated
through a structure called the ‘market’. It isa
structure but not an institution. It is a struc-
ture molded by many institutions (political,
economic, social, even cultural), and it is the
principal arena of economic struggle.

Not only is surplus maximized for its
own sake, but those who use the surplus to
accumulate more capital to produce still
more surplus are further rewarded. Thus
the pressure is for constant expansion, al-
though the individualistic premise of the
system simultaneously renders constant ex-
pansion impossible.

How does the search for profit operate? It
operates by creating legal protections for in-
dividual firms (which can range in size from
individuals to quite large organizations, in-
cluding parastatal agencies) to appropriate
the surplus value created by the labor of the
primary producers. Were all or most of this
surplus value however consumed by the few
who owned or controlled the ‘firms’, we
would not have capitalism. This is in fact ap-
proximately what had happened in various
pre-capitalist systems.

Capitalism involves in addition structures
and institutions which reward primarily that
subsegment of the owners and controllers
who use the surplus value only iz part for
their own consumption, and in another
(usually larger) part for further investment.
The structure of the market ensures that
those who do not accumulate capital (but
merely consume surplus value) lose out eco-
nomically over time to those who do accu-
mulate capital.

We may thereupon designate as the bour-
geoisie those who receive a part of the sur-
plus value they do not themselves create and
use some of it to accumulate capital. What

Immanuel Wallerstein. “Class Conflict in the Capitalist World-Economy” in The Capitalist World-Economy (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979), pp. 285-286, 291-293. Copyright © 1979 by Immanuel Wallerstein.

Reprinted by permission of the author.
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defines the bourgeois is not a particular pro-
fession and not even the legal status of pro-
prietor (although this was historically im-
portant) but the fact that the bourgeois
obtains, either as an individual or a member
of some collectivity, a part of the surplus
that he did not create and is in the position
to invest (again either individually or as part
of a collectivity) some of this surplus in cap-
ital goods.

There is a very large gamut of organiza-
tional arrangements which can permit this,
of which the classic model of the ‘free entre-
preneur’ is only one. Which organizational
arrangements prevail at particular moments
of time in particular states (for these arrange-
ments are dependent on the legal frame-
work) is a function of the state of develop-
ment of the world-economy as a whole (and
the role of a particular state in that world-
economy) on the one hand, and the conse-
quent forms of class struggle in the world-
economy (and within the particular state) on
the other. Hence, like all other social con-
structs, the ‘bourgeoisie’ is not a static phe-
nomenon. It is the designation of a class in
the process of perpetual re-creation and
hence of constant change of form and com-
position. . . .

The fundamental role of the state as an in-
stitution in the capitalist world-economy is
to augment the advantage of some against
others in the market—that is, to reduce the
‘freedom’ of the market. Everyone is in favor
of this, as long as one is the beneficiary of the
‘distortion’, and everyone opposed to the ex-
tent that one loses. It is all a matter of whose
ox is being gored.

The modes of augmenting advantage are
many. The state can transfer income by tak-
ing it from some and giving it to others.
The state can restrict access to the market
(of commodities or of labor) which favor
those who thereby share in the oligopoly or
oligopsony. The state can restrain persons
from organizing to change the actions of
the state. And, of course, the state can act

not only within its jurisdiction but beyond
it. This may be licit (the rules concerning
transit over boundaries) or illicit (interfer-
ence in the internal affairs of another state).
Warfare is of course one of the mechanisms
used.

What is crucial to perceive is that the state is
a special kind of organization. Its ‘sovereignty’,
a notion of the modern world, is the claim to
the monopolization (regulation) of the legiti-
mate use of force within its boundaries, and it
is in a relatively strong position to interfere ef-
fectively with the flow of factors of produc-
tion. Obviously also it is possible for particu-
lar social groups to alter advantage by altering
state boundaries; hence both movements for
secession (or autonomy) and movements for
annexation (or federation).

It is this realistic ability of states to inter-
fere with the flow of factors of production
that provides the political underpinnings of
the structural division of labor in the capi-
talist world-economy as a whole. Normal
market considerations may account for re-
curring initial thrusts to specialization (nat-
ural or socio-historical advantages in the
production of one or another commodity),
but it is the state system which encrusts, en-
forces, and exaggerates the patterns, and it
has regularly required the use of state ma-
chinery to revise the pattern of the world-
wide division of labor.

Furthermore, the ability of states to inter-
fere with flows becomes differentiated. That
is, core states become stronger than peripheral
states, and use this differential power to
maintain a differential degree of interstate
freedom of flow. Specifically, core states have
historically arranged that world-wide and
over time, money and goods have flowed
more ‘freely’ than labor. The reason for doing
this is that core states have thereby received
the advantages of ‘unequal exchange’.

In effect, unequal exchange is simply a part
of the world-wide process of the appropria-
tion of surplus. We analyze falsely if we try to
take literally the model of one proletarian re-
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lating to one bourgeois. In fact, the surplus
value that the producer creates passes
through a series of persons and firms. It is
therefore the case that many bourgeois share
the surplus value of one proletarian. The
exact share of different groups in the chain
(property owner, merchants, intermediate
consumers) is subject to much historical
change and is itself a principal analytical vari-
able in the functioning of the capitalist
world-economy.

This chain of the transfer of surplus value
frequently (often? almost always?) traverses
national boundaries and, when it does, state
operations intervene to tilt the sharing
among bourgeois towards those bourgeois lo-
cated in core states. This is unequal ex-
change, a mechanism in the overall process
of the appropriation of surplus value.

One of the socio-geographic consequences
of this system is the uneven distribution of
the bourgeoisie and proletariat in different
states, core states containing a higher percent-
age nationally of bourgeois than peripheral
states. In addition, there are systematic differ-
ences in kinds of bourgeois and proletarians
located in the two zones. For example, the
percentage of wage-earning proletarians is
systematically higher in core states.

Since states are the primary arena of polit-
ical conflict in a capitalist world-economy,
and since the functioning of the world-
economy is such that national class composi-

tion varies widely, it is easy to perceive why
the politics of states differentially located in
relation to the world-economy should be so
dissimilar. It is also then easy to perceive that
using the political machinery of a given state
to change the social composition and world-
economic function of national production
does not per se change the capitalist world-
system as such.

Obviously, however, these various national
thrusts to a change in structural position
(which we misleadingly often call ‘develop-
ment’) do in fact affect, indeed over the long
run do in fact transform, the world-system.
But they do so via the intervening variable of
their impact on world-wide class conscious-
ness of the proletariat.

Core and periphery then are simply phrases
to locate one crucial part of the system of sur-
plus appropriation by the bourgeoisie. To
oversimplify, capitalism is a system in which
the surplus value of the proletarian is appro-
priated by the bourgeois. When this proletar-
ian is located in a different country from this
bourgeois, one of the mechanisms that has af-
fected the process of appropriation is the ma-
nipulation of controlling flows over state
boundaries. This results in patterns of ‘un-
even development’ which are summarized in
the concepts of core, semiperiphery, and pe-
riphery. This is an intellectual tool to help an-
alyze the multiple forms of class conflict in
the capitalist world-economy.
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B WEBER AND POST-WEBERIANS H

13 1 Max Weber

Class, Status, Party

Economically Determined Power and
the Social Order

Law exists when there is a probability that an
order will be upheld by a specific staff of men
who will use physical or psychical compulsion
with the intention of obtaining conformity
with the order, or of inflicting sanctions for
infringement of it.! The structure of every
legal order directly influences the distribution
of power, economic or otherwise, within its
respective community. This is true of all legal
orders and not only that of the state. In gen-
eral, we understand by ‘power’ the chance of a
man or of a number of men to realize their
own will in a communal action even against
the resistance of others who are participating
in the action.

‘Economically conditioned’ power is not,
of course, identical with ‘power’ as such. On
the contrary, the emergence of economic
power may be the consequence of power ex-
isting on other grounds. Man does not strive
for power only in order to enrich himself
economically. Power, including economic
power, may be valued for its own sake.” Very
frequently the striving for power is also con-
ditioned by the social ‘honor’ it entails. Not
all power, however, entails social honor: The
typical American Boss, as well as the typical

big speculator, deliberately relinquishes social
honor. Quite generally, ‘mere economic’
power, and especially ‘naked’ money power,
is by no means a recognized basis of social
honor. Nor is power the only basis of social
honor. Indeed, social honor, or prestige, may
even be the basis of political or economic
power, and very frequently has been. Power,
as well as honor, may be guaranteed by the
legal order, but, at least normally, it is not
their primary source. The legal order is rather
an additional factor that enhances the chance
to hold power or honor; but it cannot always
secure them.

The way in which social honor is distrib-
uted in a community between typical groups
participating in this distribution we may call
the ‘social order.” The social order and the eco-
nomic order are, of course, similarly related to
the ‘legal order” However, the social and the
economic order are not identical. The eco-
nomic order is for us merely the way in which
economic goods and services are distributed
and used. The social order is of course condi-
tioned by the economic order to a high de-
gree, and in its turn reacts upon it.

Now: ‘classes,” ‘status groups,” and ‘parties’
are phenomena of the distribution of power
within a community.

Max Weber. “Class, Status, Party,” in From Max Weber: Essays in Sociology, edited by H. H. Gerth and C. Wright
Mills, and translated by H. H. Gerth and C. Wright Mills, pp. 180-195. Translation copyright © 1946, 1958 by
H. H. Gerth and C. Wright Mills. Used by permission of Oxford University Press, Inc.



Determination of Class-Situation
by Market-Situation

In our terminology, ‘classes’ are not communi-
ties; they merely represent possible, and fre-
quent, bases for communal action. We may
speak of a ‘class’ when (1) a number of people
have in common a specific causal component
of their life chances, in so far as (2) this com-
ponent is represented exclusively by economic
interests in the possession of goods and op-
portunities for income, and (3) is represented
under the conditions of the commodity or
labor markets. [These points refer to ‘class sit-
uation,” which we may express more briefly as
the typical chance for a supply of goods, ex-
ternal living conditions, and personal life ex-
periences, in so far as this chance is deter-
mined by the amount and kind of power, or
lack of such, to dispose of goods or skills for
the sake of income in a given economic order.
The term ‘class’ refers to any group of people
that is found in the same class situation.]

It is the most elemental economic fact that
the way in which the disposition over material
property is distributed among a plurality of
people, meeting competitively in the market
for the purpose of exchange, in itself creates
specific life chances. According to the law of
marginal utility this mode of distribution ex-
cludes the non-owners from competing for
highly valued goods; it favors the owners and,
in fact, gives to them a monopoly to acquire
such goods. Other things being equal, this
mode of distribution monopolizes the oppor-
tunities for profitable deals for all those who,
provided with goods, do not necessarily have
to exchange them. It increases, at least gener-
ally, their power in price wars with those who,
being propertyless, have nothing to offer but
their services in native form or goods in a form
constituted through their own labor, and who
above all are compelled to get rid of these
products in order barely to subsist. This mode
of distribution gives to the propertied a mo-
nopoly on the possibility of transferring prop-
erty from the sphere of use as a fortune,’ to the
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sphere of ‘capital goods’; that is, it gives them
the entrepreneurial function and all chances to
share directly or indirectly in returns on capi-
tal. All this holds true within the area in which
pure market conditions prevail. ‘Property’ and
‘lack of property’ are, therefore, the basic cate-
gories of all class situations. It does not matter
whether these two categories become effective
in price wars or in competitive struggles.
Within these categories, however, class situ-
ations are further differentiated: on the one
hand, according to the kind of property that is
usable for returns; and, on the other hand, ac-
cording to the kind of services that can be of-
fered in the market. Ownership of domestic
buildings; productive establishments; ware-
houses; stores; agriculturally usable land, large
and small holdings—quantitative differences
with possibly qualitative consequences; own-
ership of mines; cattle; men (slaves); disposi-
tion over mobile instruments of production,
or capital goods of all sorts, especially money
or objects that can be exchanged for money
easily and at any time; disposition over prod-
ucts of one’s own labor or of others’ labor dif-
fering according to their various distances
from consumability; disposition over transfer-
able monopolies of any kind—all these dis-
tinctions differentiate the class situations of
the propertied just as does the ‘meaning’
which they can and do give to the utilization
of property, especially to property which has
money equivalence. Accordingly, the proper-
tied, for instance, may belong to the class of
rentiers or to the class of entrepreneurs.
Those who have no property but who offer
services are differentiated just as much accord-
ing to their kinds of services as according to
the way in which they make use of these ser-
vices, in a continuous or discontinuous rela-
tion to a recipient. But always this is the
generic connotation of the concept of class:
that the kind of chance in the market is the de-
cisive moment which presents a common con-
dition for the individual’s fate. ‘Class situation’
is, in this sense, ultimately ‘market situation.’
The effect of naked possession per se, which
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among cattle breeders gives the nonowning
slave or serf into the power of the cattle owner,
is only a forerunner of real ‘class’ formation.
However, in the cattle loan and in the naked
severity of the law of debts in such communi-
ties, for the first time mere ‘possession’ as such
emerges as decisive for the fate of the individ-
ual. This is very much in contrast to the agri-
cultural communities based on labor. The
creditor-debtor relation becomes the basis of
‘class situations’ only in those cities where a
‘credit market,” however primitive, with rates
of interest increasing according to the extent of
dearth and a factual monopolization of credits,
is developed by a plutocracy. Therewith ‘class
struggles’ begin.

Those men whose fate is not determined
by the chance of using goods or services for
themselves on the market, e.g. slaves, are not,
however, a ‘class’ in the technical sense of the
term. They are, rather, a ‘status group.’

Communal Action Flowing
from Class Interest

According to our terminology, the factor that
creates ‘class’ is unambiguously economic in-
terest, and indeed, only those interests in-
volved in the existence of the ‘market.” Never-
theless, the concept of ‘class-interest’ is an
ambiguous one: even as an empirical concept
it is ambiguous as soon as one understands by
it something other than the factual direction of
interests following with a certain probability
from the class situation for a certain ‘average’ of
those people subjected to the class situation.
The class situation and other circumstances re-
maining the same, the direction in which the
individual worker, for instance, is likely to pur-
sue his interests may vary widely, according to
whether he is constitutionally qualified for the
task at hand to a high, to an average, or to a
low degree. In the same way, the direction of
interests may vary according to whether or not
a communal action of a larger or smaller por-
tion of those commonly affected by the ‘class
situation,’ or even an association among them,

e.g. a ‘trade union,” has grown out of the class
situation from which the individual may or
may not expect promising results. [Communal
action refers to that action which is oriented to
the feeling of the actors that they belong to-
gether. Societal action, on the other hand, is
oriented to a rationally motivated adjustment
of interests.] The rise of societal or even of
communal action from a common class situa-
tion is by no means a universal phenomenon.
The class situation may be restricted in its
effects to the generation of essentially similar
reactions, that is to say, within our terminol-
ogy, of ‘mass actions.” However, it may not
have even this result. Furthermore, often
merely an amorphous communal action
emerges. For example, the ‘murmuring’ of the
workers known in ancient oriental ethics: the
moral disapproval of the work-master’s con-
duct, which in its practical significance was
probably equivalent to an increasingly typical
phenomenon of precisely the latest industrial
development, namely, the ‘slow down’ (the de-
liberate limiting of work effort) of laborers by
virtue of tacit agreement. The degree in which
‘communal action’ and possibly ‘societal ac-
tion,” emerges from the ‘mass actions’” of the
members of a class is linked to general cultural
conditions, especially to those of an intellectual
sort. It is also linked to the extent of the con-
trasts that have already evolved, and is espe-
cially linked to the #ransparency of the connec-
tions between the causes and the consequences
of the ‘class situation.” For however different
life chances may be, this fact in itself, accord-
ing to all experience, by no means gives birth
to ‘class action’ (communal action by the
members of a class). The fact of being condi-
tioned and the results of the class situation
must be distinctly recognizable. For only then
the contrast of life chances can be felt not as an
absolutely given fact to be accepted, but as a
resultant from either (1) the given distribution
of property, or (2) the structure of the concrete
economic order. It is only then that people
may react against the class structure not only
through acts of an intermittent and irrational



protest, but in the form of rational associa-
tion. There have been ‘class situations’ of the
first category (1), of a specifically naked and
transparent sort, in the urban centers of An-
tiquity and during the Middle Ages; espe-
cially then, when great fortunes were accu-
mulated by factually monopolized trading in
industrial products of these localities or in
foodstuffs. Furthermore, under certain cir-
cumstances, in the rural economy of the most
diverse periods, when agriculture was increas-
ingly exploited in a profit-making manner.
The most important historical example of the
second category (2) is the class situation of
the modern ‘proletariat.’

Types of ‘Class Struggle’

Thus every class may be the carrier of any
one of the possibly innumerable forms of
‘class action,” but this is not necessarily so: In
any case, a class does not in itself constitute a
community. To treat ‘class’ conceptually as
having the same value as ‘community’ leads
to distortion. That men in the same class sit-
uation regularly react in mass actions to such
tangible situations as economic ones in the
direction of those interests that are most ade-
quate to their average number is an impor-
tant and after all simple fact for the under-
standing of historical events. Above all, this
fact must not lead to that kind of pseudo-sci-
entific operation with the concepts of ‘class’
and ‘class interests’ so frequently found these
days, and which has found its most classic
expression in the statement of a talented au-
thor, that the individual may be in error con-
cerning his interests but that the ‘class’ is ‘in-
fallible’ about its interests. Yet, if classes as
such are not communities, nevertheless class
situations emerge only on the basis of com-
munalization. The communal action that
brings forth class situations, however, is not
basically action between members of the
identical class; it is an action between mem-
bers of different classes. Communal actions
that directly determine the class situation of
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the worker and the entrepreneur are: the
labor market, the commodities market, and
the capitalistic enterprise. But, in its turn,
the existence of a capitalistic enterprise pre-
supposes that a very specific communal ac-
tion exists and that it is specifically struc-
tured to protect the possession of goods per
se, and especially the power of individuals to
dispose, in principle freely, over the means of
production. The existence of a capitalistic
enterprise is preconditioned by a specific
kind of ‘legal order.” Each kind of class situa-
tion, and above all when it rests upon the
power of property per se, will become most
clearly efficacious when all other determi-
nants of reciprocal relations are, as far as pos-
sible, eliminated in their significance. It is in
this way that the utilization of the power of
property in the market obtains its most sov-
ereign importance.

Now ‘status groups’ hinder the strict carry-
ing through of the sheer market principle. In
the present context they are of interest to us
only from this one point of view. Before we
briefly consider them, note that not much of
a general nature can be said about the more
specific kinds of antagonism between ‘classes’
(in our meaning of the term). The great shift,
which has been going on continuously in the
past, and up to our times, may be summa-
rized, although at the cost of some precision:
the struggle in which class situations are ef-
fective has progressively shifted from con-
sumption credit toward, first, competitive
struggles in the commodity market and,
then, toward price wars on the labor market.
The ‘class struggles’ of antiquity—to the ex-
tent that they were genuine class struggles
and not struggles between status groups—
were initially carried on by indebted peas-
ants, and perhaps also by artisans threatened
by debt bondage and struggling against
urban creditors. For debt bondage is the nor-
mal result of the differentiation of wealth in
commercial cities, especially in seaport cities.
A similar situation has existed among cattle
breeders. Debt relationships as such produced
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class action up to the time of Cataline. Along
with this, and with an increase in provision
of grain for the city by transporting it from
the outside, the struggle over the means of
sustenance emerged. It centered in the first
place around the provision of bread and the
determination of the price of bread. It lasted
throughout antiquity and the entire Middle
Ages. The propertyless as such flocked to-
gether against those who actually and sup-
posedly were interested in the dearth of
bread. This fight spread until it involved all
those commodities essential to the way of life
and to handicraft production. There were
only incipient discussions of wage disputes in
antiquity and in the Middle Ages. But they
have been slowly increasing up into modern
times. In the earlier periods they were com-
pletely secondary to slave rebellions as well as
to fights in the commodity market.

The propertyless of antiquity and of the
Middle Ages protested against monopolies,
pre-emption, forestalling, and the withhold-
ing of goods from the market in order to
raise prices. Today the central issue is the de-
termination of the price of labor.

This transition is represented by the fight
for access to the market and for the determi-
nation of the price of products. Such fights
went on between merchants and workers in
the putting-out system of domestic handi-
craft during the transition to modern times.
Since it is quite a general phenomenon we
must mention here that the class antago-
nisms that are conditioned through the mar-
ket situation are usually most bitter between
those who actually and directly participate as
opponents in price wars. It is not the rentier,
the share-holder, and the banker who suffer
the ill will of the worker, but almost exclu-
sively the manufacturer and the business ex-
ecutives who are the direct opponents of
workers in price wars. This is so in spite of
the fact that it is precisely the cash boxes of
the rentier, the share-holder, and the banker
into which the more or less ‘unearned’ gains
flow, rather than into the pockets of the

manufacturers or of the business executives.
This simple state of affairs has very fre-
quently been decisive for the role the class
situation has played in the formation of po-
litical parties. For example, it has made pos-
sible the varieties of patriarchal socialism and
the frequent attempts—formerly, at least—
of threatened status groups to form alliances
with the proletariat against the ‘bourgeoisie.’

Status Honor

In contrast to classes, status groups are nor-
mally communities. They are, however, often
of an amorphous kind. In contrast to the
purely economically determined ‘class situa-
tion” we wish to designate as ‘status situation’
every typical component of the life fate of
men that is determined by a specific, positive
or negative, social estimation of honor. This
honor may be connected with any quality
shared by a plurality, and, of course, it can be
knit to a class situation: class distinctions are
linked in the most varied ways with status
distinctions. Property as such is not always
recognized as a status qualification, but in
the long run it is, and with extraordinary reg-
ularity. In the subsistence economy of the or-
ganized neighborhood, very often the richest
man is simply the chieftain. However, this
often means only an honorific preference.
For example, in the so-called pure modern
‘democracy,” that is, one devoid of any ex-
pressly ordered status privileges for individu-
als, it may be that only the families coming
under approximately the same tax class dance
with one another. This example is reported
of certain smaller Swiss cities. But status
honor need not necessarily be linked with a
‘class situation.” On the contrary, it normally
stands in sharp opposition to the pretensions
of sheer property.

Both propertied and propertyless people
can belong to the same status group, and fre-
quently they do with very tangible conse-
quences. This ‘equality’ of social esteem may,
however, in the long run become quite pre-



carious. The ‘equality’ of status among the
American ‘gentlemen,” for instance, is ex-
pressed by the fact that outside the subordi-
nation determined by the different functions
of ‘business,” it would be considered strictly
repugnant—wherever the old tradition still
prevails—if even the richest ‘chief,” while
playing billiards or cards in his club in the
evening, would not treat his ‘clerk’ as in
every sense fully his equal in birthright. It
would be repugnant if the American ‘chief’
would bestow upon his ‘clerk’ the conde-
scending ‘benevolence’ marking a distinc-
tion of ‘position,” which the German chief
can never dissever from his attitude. This is
one of the most important reasons why in
America the German ‘clubby-ness’ has never
been able to attain the attraction that the
American clubs have.

Guarantees of Status Stratification

In content, status honor is normally ex-
pressed by the fact that above all else a spe-
cific style of life can be expected from all
those who wish to belong to the circle.
Linked with this expectation are restrictions
on ‘social’ intercourse (that is, intercourse
which is not subservient to economic or any
other of business’s functional’ purposes).
These restrictions may confine normal mar-
riages to within the status circle and may
lead to complete endogamous closure. As
soon as there is not a mere individual and
socially irrelevant imitation of another style
of life, but an agreed-upon communal ac-
tion of this closing character, the ‘status’ de-
velopment is under way.

In its characteristic form, stratification by
‘status groups’ on the basis of conventional
styles of life evolves at the present time in
the United States out of the traditional
democracy. For example, only the resident
of a certain street (‘the street’) is considered
as belonging to ‘society,” is qualified for so-
cial intercourse, and is visited and invited.
Above all, this differentiation evolves in such
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a way as to make for strict submission to the
fashion that is dominant at a given time in
society. This submission to fashion also ex-
ists among men in America to a degree un-
known in Germany. Such submission is con-
sidered to be an indication of the fact that a
given man pretends to qualify as a gentle-
man. This submission decides, at least prima
facie, that he will be treated as such. And
this recognition becomes just as important
for his employment chances in ‘swank’ es-
tablishments, and above all, for social inter-
course and marriage with ‘esteemed’ fami-
lies, as the qualification for dueling among
Germans in the Kaiser’s day. As for the rest:
certain families resident for a long time, and,
of course, correspondingly wealthy, e.g. ‘E. E
V., i.e. First Families of Virginia,” or the ac-
tual or alleged descendants of the ‘Indian
Princess’ Pocahontas, of the Pilgrim fathers,
or of the Knickerbockers, the members of al-
most inaccessible sects and all sorts of circles
setting themselves apart by means of any
other characteristics and badges . . . all these
elements usurp ‘status’ honor. The develop-
ment of status is essentially a question of
stratification resting upon usurpation. Such
usurpation is the normal origin of almost all
status honor. But the road from this purely
conventional situation to legal privilege,
positive or negative, is easily traveled as soon
as a certain stratification of the social order
has in fact been ‘lived in’ and has achieved
stability by virtue of a stable distribution of
economic power.

‘Ethnic’ Segregation and ‘Caste’

Where the consequences have been realized
to their full extent, the status group evolves
into a closed ‘caste.” Status distinctions are
then guaranteed not merely by conventions
and laws, but also by rizuals. This occurs in
such a way that every physical contact with a
member of any caste that is considered to be
‘lower’ by the members of a ‘higher’ caste is
considered as making for a ritualistic impurity
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and to be a stigma which must be expiated
by a religious act. Individual castes develop
quite distinct cults and gods.

In general, however, the status structure
reaches such extreme consequences only
where there are underlying differences which
are held to be ‘ethnic.’ The ‘caste’ is, indeed,
the normal form in which ethnic communi-
ties usually live side by side in a ‘societalized’
manner. These ethnic communities believe
in blood relationship and exclude exogamous
marriage and social intercourse. Such a caste
situation is part of the phenomenon of
‘pariah’ peoples and is found all over the
world. These people form communities, ac-
quire specific occupational traditions of
handicrafts or of other arts, and cultivate a
belief in their ethnic community. They live
in a ‘diaspora’ strictly segregated from all per-
sonal intercourse, except that of an unavoid-
able sort, and their situation is legally precar-
ious. Yet, by virtue of their economic
indispensability, they are tolerated, indeed,
frequently privileged, and they live in inter-
spersed political communities. The Jews are
the most impressive historical example.

A ‘status’ segregation grown into a ‘caste’
differs in its structure from a mere ‘ethnic’
segregation: the caste structure transforms
the horizontal and unconnected coexistences
of ethnically segregated groups into a vertical
social system of super- and subordination.
Correctly formulated: a comprehensive soci-
etalization integrates the ethnically divided
communities into specific political and com-
munal action. In their consequences they dif-
fer precisely in this way: ethnic coexistences
condition a mutual repulsion and disdain
but allow each ethnic community to consider
its own honor as the highest one; the caste
structure brings about a social subordination
and an acknowledgment of ‘more honor’ in
favor of the privileged caste and status
groups. This is due to the fact that in the
caste structure ethnic distinctions as such
have become ‘functional’ distinctions within
the political societalization (warriors, priests,

artisans that are politically important for war
and for building, and so on). But even pariah
people who are most despised are usually apt
to continue cultivating in some manner that
which is equally peculiar to ethnic and to sta-
tus communities: the belief in their own spe-
cific ‘honor.” This is the case with the Jews.

Only with the negatively privileged status
groups does the ‘sense of dignity’ take a spe-
cific deviation. A sense of dignity is the pre-
cipitation in individuals of social honor and
of conventional demands which a positively
privileged status group raises for the deport-
ment of its members. The sense of dignity
that characterizes positively privileged status
groups is naturally related to their ‘being’
which does not transcend itself, that is, it is
to their ‘beauty and excellence.” Their king-
dom is ‘of this world.” They live for the pre-
sent and by exploiting their great past. The
sense of dignity of the negatively privileged
strata naturally refers to a future lying be-
yond the present, whether it is of this life or
of another. In other words, it must be nur-
tured by the belief in a providential ‘mission’
and by a belief in a specific honor before
God. The ‘chosen people’s’ dignity is nur-
tured by a belief either that in the beyond
‘the last will be the first,” or that in this life a
Messiah will appear to bring forth into the
light of the world which has cast them out
the hidden honor of the pariah people. This
simple state of affairs, and not the ‘resent-
ment’ which is so strongly emphasized in
Nietzsche’s much admired construction in
the Genealogy of Morals, is the source of the
religiosity cultivated by pariah status groups.
In passing, we may note that resentment may
be accurately applied only to a limited extent;
for one of Nietzsche’s main examples, Bud-
dhism, it is not at all applicable.

Incidentally, the development of status
groups from ethnic segregations is by no
means the normal phenomenon. On the
contrary, since objective ‘racial differences’
are by no means basic to every subjective sen-
timent of an ethnic community, the ulti-



mately racial foundation of status structure is
rightly and absolutely a question of the con-
crete individual case. Very frequently a status
group is instrumental in the production of a
thoroughbred anthropological type. Cer-
tainly a status group is to a high degree effec-
tive in producing extreme types, for they se-
lect personally qualified individuals (e.g. the
Knighthood selects those who are fit for war-
fare, physically and psychically). But selec-
tion is far from being the only, or the pre-
dominant, way in which status groups are
formed: Political membership or class situa-
tion has at all times been at least as fre-
quently decisive. And today the class situa-
tion is by far the predominant factor, for of
course the possibility of a style of life ex-
pected for members of a status group is usu-
ally conditioned economically.

Status Privileges

For all practical purposes, stratification by
status goes hand in hand with a monopoliza-
tion of ideal and material goods or opportu-
nities, in a manner we have come to know as
typical. Besides the specific status honor,
which always rests upon distance and exclu-
siveness, we find all sorts of material monop-
olies. Such honorific preferences may consist
of the privilege of wearing special costumes,
of eating special dishes taboo to others, of
carrying arms—which is most obvious in its
consequences—the right to pursue certain
non-professional dilettante artistic practices,
e.g. to play certain musical instruments. Of
course, material monopolies provide the most
effective motives for the exclusiveness of a sta-
tus group; although, in themselves, they are
rarely sufficient, almost always they come
into play to some extent. Within a status cir-
cle there is the question of intermarriage: the
interest of the families in the monopolization
of potential bridegrooms is at least of equal
importance and is parallel to the interest in
the monopolization of daughters. The daugh-
ters of the circle must be provided for. With
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an increased inclosure of the status group, the
conventional preferential opportunities for
special employment grow into a legal monop-
oly of special offices for the members. Certain
goods become objects for monopolization by
status groups. In the typical fashion these in-
clude ‘entailed estates’ and frequently also the
possessions of serfs or bondsmen and, finally,
special trades. This monopolization occurs
positively when the status group is exclusively
entitled to own and to manage them; and
negatively when, in order to maintain its spe-
cific way of life, the status group must not
own and manage them.

The decisive role of a ‘style of life’ in status
‘honor’ means that status groups are the spe-
cific bearers of all ‘conventions.” In whatever
way it may be manifest, all ‘stylization’ of life
either originates in status groups or is at least
conserved by them. Even if the principles of
status conventions differ greatly, they reveal
certain typical traits, especially among those
strata which are most privileged. Quite gen-
erally, among privileged status groups there is
a status disqualification that operates against
the performance of common physical labor.
This disqualification is now ‘setting in’ in
America against the old tradition of esteem
for labor. Very frequently every rational eco-
nomic pursuit, and especially ‘entrepreneur-
ial activity,” is looked upon as a disqualifica-
tion of status. Artistic and literary activity is
also considered as degrading work as soon as
it is exploited for income, or at least when it
is connected with hard physical exertion. An
example is the sculptor working like a mason
in his dusty smock as over against the painter
in his salon-like ‘studio’ and those forms of
musical practice that are acceptable to the
status group.

Economic Conditions and Effects
of Status Stratification

The frequent disqualification of the gainfully
employed as such is a direct result of the
principle of status stratification peculiar to the
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social order, and of course, of this principle’s
opposition to a distribution of power which
is regulated exclusively through the market.
These two factors operate along with vari-
ous individual ones, which will be touched
upon below.

We have seen above that the market and
its processes ‘knows no personal distinc-
tions’: ‘functional’ interests dominate it. It
knows nothing of ‘honor.” The status order
means precisely the reverse, viz.: stratifica-
tion in terms of ‘honor’ and of styles of life
peculiar to status groups as such. If mere
economic acquisition and naked economic
power still bearing the stigma of its extra-
status origin could bestow upon anyone
who has won it the same honor as those
who are interested in status by virtue of
style of life claim for themselves, the status
order would be threatened at its very root.
This is the more so as, given equality of sta-
tus honor, property per se represents an ad-
dition even if it is not overtly acknowledged
to be such. Yet if such economic acquisition
and power gave the agent any honor at all,
his wealth would result in his attaining
more honor than those who successfully
claim honor by virtue of style of life. There-
fore all groups having interests in the status
order react with special sharpness precisely
against the pretensions of purely economic
acquisition. In most cases they react the
more vigorously the more they feel them-
selves threatened. Calderon’s respectful
treatment of the peasant, for instance, as
opposed to Shakespeare’s simultaneous and
ostensible disdain of the canaille illustrates
the different way in which a firmly struc-
tured status order reacts as compared with a
status order that has become economically
precarious. This is an example of a state of
affairs that recurs everywhere. Precisely be-
cause of the rigorous reactions against the
claims of property per se, the ‘parvenu’ is
never accepted, personally and without
reservation, by the privileged status groups,
no matter how completely his style of life

has been adjusted to theirs. They will only
accept his descendants who have been edu-
cated in the conventions of their status
group and who have never besmirched its
honor by their own economic labor.

As to the general effect of the status order,
only one consequence can be stated, but it is
a very important one: the hindrance of the
free development of the market occurs first
for those goods which status groups directly
withheld from free exchange by monopoliza-
tion. This monopolization may be effected ei-
ther legally or conventionally. For example, in
many Hellenic cities during the epoch of sta-
tus groups, and also originally in Rome, the
inherited estate (as is shown by the old for-
mula for indication against spendthrifts) was
monopolized just as were the estates of
knights, peasants, priests, and especially the
clientele of the craft and merchant guilds.
The market is restricted, and the power of
naked property per se, which gives its stamp
to ‘class formation,” is pushed into the back-
ground. The results of this process can be
most varied. Of course, they do not necessar-
ily weaken the contrasts in the economic situ-
ation. Frequently they strengthen these con-
trasts, and in any case, where stratification by
status permeates a community as strongly as
was the case in all political communities of
antiquity and of the Middle Ages, one can
never speak of a genuinely free market com-
petition as we understand it today. There are
wider effects than this direct exclusion of spe-
cial goods from the market. From the contra-
riety between the status order and the purely
economic order mentioned above, it follows
that in most instances the notion of honor
peculiar to status absolutely abhors that
which is essential to the market: higgling.
Honor abhors higgling among peers and oc-
casionally it taboos higgling for the members
of a status group in general. Therefore, every-
where some status groups, and usually the
most influential, consider almost any kind of
overt participation in economic acquisition as
absolutely stigmatizing.



With some over-simplification, one might
thus say that ‘classes’ are stratified according
to their relations to the production and ac-
quisition of goods; whereas ‘status groups’
are stratified according to the principles of
their consumption of goods as represented by
special ‘styles of life.’

An ‘occupational group’ is also a status
group. For normally, it successfully claims so-
cial honor only by virtue of the special style
of life which may be determined by it. The
differences between classes and status groups
frequently overlap. It is precisely those status
communities most strictly segregated in
terms of honor (viz. the Indian castes) who
today show, although within very rigid lim-
its, a relatively high degree of indifference to
pecuniary income. However, the Brahmins
seek such income in many different ways.

As to the general economic conditions
making for the predominance of stratification
by ‘status,” only very little can be said. When
the bases of the acquisition and distribution
of goods are relatively stable, stratification by
status is favored. Every technological reper-
cussion and economic transformation threat-
ens stratification by status and pushes the
class situation into the foreground. Epochs
and countries in which the naked class situa-
tion is of predominant significance are regu-
larly the periods of technical and economic
transformations. And every slowing down of
the shifting of economic stratifications leads,
in due course, to the growth of status struc-
tures and makes for a resuscitation of the im-
portant role of social honor.

Parties

Whereas the genuine place of ‘classes’ is within
the economic order, the place of ‘status groups’
is within the social order, that is, within the
sphere of the distribution of ‘honor.” From
within these spheres, classes and status groups
influence one another and they influence the
legal order and are in turn influenced by it. But
‘parties’ live in a house of ‘power.’
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Their action is oriented toward the acqui-
sition of social ‘power,” that is to say, toward
influencing a communal action no matter
what its content may be. In principle, parties
may exist in a social ‘club’ as well as in a
‘state.” As over against the actions of classes
and status groups, for which this is not nec-
essarily the case, the communal actions of
‘parties’ always mean a societalization. For
party actions are always directed toward a
goal which is striven for in planned manner.
This goal may be a ‘cause’ (the party may aim
at realizing a program for ideal or material
purposes), or the goal may be ‘personal’
(sinecures, power, and from these, honor for
the leader and the followers of the party).
Usually the party action aims at all these si-
multaneously. Parties are, therefore, only
possible within communities that are soci-
etalized, that is, which have some rational
order and a staff of persons available who are
ready to enforce it. For parties aim precisely
at influencing this staff, and if possible, to re-
cruit it from party followers.

In any individual case, parties may repre-
sent interests determined through ‘class situ-
ation’ or ‘status situation,” and they may re-
cruit their following respectively from one or
the other. But they need be neither purely
‘class’ nor purely ‘status’ parties. In most
cases they are partly class parties and partly
status parties, but sometimes they are nei-
ther. They may represent ephemeral or en-
during structures. Their means of attaining
power may be quite varied, ranging from
naked violence of any sort to canvassing for
votes with coarse or subtle means: money, so-
cial influence, the force of speech, sugges-
tion, clumsy hoax, and so on to the rougher
or more artful tactics of obstruction in par-
liamentary bodies.

The sociological structure of parties differs
in a basic way according to the kind of com-
munal action which they struggle to influ-
ence. Parties also differ according to whether
or not the community is stratified by status or
by classes. Above all else, they vary according
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to the structure of domination within the
community. For their leaders normally deal
with the conquest of a community. They are,
in the general concept which is maintained
here, not only products of specially modern
forms of domination. We shall also designate
as parties the ancient and medieval ‘parties,’
despite the fact that their structure differs ba-
sically from the structure of modern parties.
By virtue of these structural differences of
domination it is impossible to say anything
about the structure of parties without dis-
cussing the structural forms of social domi-
nation per se. Parties, which are always struc-
tures struggling for domination, are very
frequently organized in a very strict ‘authori-
tarian’ fashion. . . .

Concerning ‘classes,” ‘status groups,” and
‘parties,” it must be said in general that they
necessarily presuppose a comprehensive soci-
etalization, and especially a political frame-
work of communal action, within which
they operate. This does not mean that parties
would be confined by the frontiers of any in-
dividual political community. On the con-
trary, at all times it has been the order of the
day that the societalization (even when it
aims at the use of military force in common)
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reaches beyond the frontiers of politics. This
has been the case in the solidarity of interests
among the Oligarchs and among the democ-
rats in Hellas, among the Guelfs and among
Ghibellines in the Middle Ages, and within
the Calvinist party during the period of reli-
gious struggles. It has been the case up to the
solidarity of the landlords (international con-
gress of agrarian landlords), and has contin-
ued among princes (holy alliance, Karlsbad
decrees), socialist workers, conservatives (the
longing of Prussian conservatives for Russian
intervention in 1850). But their aim is not
necessarily the establishment of new interna-
tional political, i.e. territorial, dominion. In
the main they aim to influence the existing
dominion.2

NOTES

1. Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft, part 111, chap. 4, pp.
631-40. The first sentence in paragraph one and the
several definitions in this chapter which are in brack-
ets do not appear in the original text. They have
been taken from other contexts of Wirtschaft und
Gesellschafs.

2. The posthumously published text breaks off
here. We omit an incomplete sketch of types of ‘war-
rior estates.’

Status Groups and Classes

The Concepts of Class and
Class Situation

The term ‘class situation’® will be applied to
the typical probability that a given state of

(a) provision with goods, (b) external condi-

tions of life, and (c) subjective satisfaction or
frustration will be possessed by an individual
or a group. These probabilities define class
situation in so far as they are dependent on
the kind and extent of control or lack of it

Max Weber. “Status Groups and Classes,” in The Theory of Social and Ec ic Org
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which the individual has over goods or ser-
vices and existing possibilities of their ex-
ploitation for the attainment of income or
receipts within a given economic order.

A “class’ is any group of persons occupying
the same class situation. The following types
of classes may be distinguished: (a) A class is a
‘property class’ when class situation for its
members is primarily determined by the dif-
ferentiation of property holdings; (b) a class is
an ‘acquisition class’ when the class situation
of its members is primarily determined by
their opportunity for the exploitation of ser-
vices on the market; (c) the ‘social class’ struc-
ture is composed of the plurality of class situ-
ations between which an interchange of
individuals on a personal basis or in the course
of generations is readily possible and typically
observable. On the basis of any of the three
types of class situation, associative relation-
ships between those sharing the same class in-
terests, namely, corporate class organizations
may develop. This need not, however, neces-
sarily happen. The concepts of class and class
situation as such designate only the fact of
identity or similarity in the typical situation in
which a given individual and many others
find their interests defined. In principle con-
trol over different combinations of consumer
goods, means of production, investments,
capital funds or marketable abilities constitute
class situations which are different with each
variation and combination. Only persons who
are completely unskilled, without property
and dependent on employment without regu-
lar occupation, are in a strictly identical class
situation. Transitions from one class situation
to another vary greatly in fluidity and in the
ease with which an individual can enter the
class. Hence the unity of ‘social’ classes is

highly relative and variable.

The Significance of Property Classes

The primary significance of a positively privi-
leged property class lies in the following facts:
(i) Its members may be able to monopolize
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the purchase of high-priced consumer goods.
(ii) They may control the opportunities of
pursuing a systematic monopoly policy in the
sale of economic goods. (iii) They may mo-
nopolize opportunities for the accumulation
of property through unconsumed surpluses.
(iv) They may monopolize opportunities to
accumulate capital by saving, hence, the possi-
bility of investing property in loans and the re-
lated possibility of control over executive posi-
tions in business. (v) They may monopolize
the privileges of socially advantageous kinds of
education so far as these involve expenditures.

Positively privileged property classes typi-
cally live from property income. This may be
derived from property rights in human be-
ings, as with slaveowners, in land, in mining
property, in fixed equipment such as plant
and apparatus, in ships, and as creditors in
loan relationships. Loans may consist of do-
mestic animals, grain, or money. Finally they
may live on income from securities.

Class interests which are negatively privi-
leged with respect to property belong typi-
cally to one of the following types: (a) They
are themselves objects of ownership, that is
they are unfree. (b) They are ‘outcasts,” that is
‘proletarians’ in the sense meant in Antiquity.
(c) They are debtor classes and, (d) the ‘poor.

In between stand the ‘middle’ classes. This
term includes groups who have all sorts of
property, or of marketable abilities through
training, who are in a position to draw their
support from these sources. Some of them
may be ‘acquisition’ classes. Entrepreneurs
are in this category by virtue of essentially
positive privileges; proletarians, by virtue of
negative privileges. But many types such as
peasants, craftsmen, and officials do not fall
in this category.

The differentiation of classes on the basis
of property alone is not ‘dynamic,’ that is, it
does not necessarily result in class struggles
or class revolutions. It is not uncommon for
very strongly privileged property classes, such
as slaveowners, to exist side by side with such
far less privileged groups as peasants or even
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outcasts without any class struggle. There
may even be ties of solidarity between privi-
leged property classes and unfree elements.
However, such conflicts as that between land
owners and outcast elements or between
creditors and debtors, the latter often being a
question of urban patricians as opposed to
either rural peasants or urban craftsmen, may
lead to revolutionary conflict. Even this,
however, need not necessarily aim at radical
changes in economic organization. It may,
on the contrary, be concerned in the first in-
stance only with a redistribution of wealth.
These may be called ‘property revolutions.’
A classic example of the lack of class antago-
nism has been the relation of the ‘poor white
trash,” originally those not owning slaves, to
the planters in the Southern States of the
United States. The ‘poor whites’ have often
been much more hostile to the Negro than the
planters who have frequently had a large ele-
ment of patriarchal sentiment. The conflict of
outcast against the property classes, of creditors
and debtors, and of landowners and outcasts
are best illustrated in the history of Antiquity.

The Significance of Acquisition
and Social Classes

The primary significance of a positively priv-
ileged acquisition class is to be found in two
directions. On the one hand it is generally
possible to go far toward attaining a monop-
oly of the management of productive enter-
prises in favour of the members of the class
and their business interests. On the other
hand, such a class tends to insure the security
of its economic position by exercising influ-
ence on the economic policy of political bod-
ies and other groups.

The members of positively privileged ac-
quisition classes are typically entrepreneurs.
The following are the most important types:
merchants, shipowners, industrial and agri-
cultural entrepreneurs, bankers and fi-
nanciers. Under certain circumstances two
other types are also members of such classes,

namely, members of the ‘liberal’ professions
with a privileged position by virtue of their
abilities or training, and workers with special
skills commanding a monopolistic position,
regardless of how far they are hereditary or
the result of training.

Acquisition classes in a negatively privi-
leged situation are workers of the various
principal types. They may be roughly classi-
fied as skilled, semi-skilled and unskilled.

In this connexion as well as the above, in-
dependent peasants and craftsmen are to be
treated as belonging to the ‘middle classes.’
This category often includes in addition offi-
cials, whether they are in public or private
employment, the liberal professions, and
workers with exceptional monopolistic assets
or positions.

Examples of ‘social classes’ are: (a) The
‘working’ class as a whole. It approaches this
type the more completely mechanized the
productive process becomes. (b) The petty
bourgeoisie.2 (c) The ‘intelligentsia’ without
independent property and the persons whose
social position is primarily dependent on tech-
nical training such as engineers, commercial
and other officials, and civil servants. These
groups may differ greatly among themselves,
in particular according to costs of training. (d)
The classes occupying a privileged position
through property and education.

The unfinished concluding section of Karl
Marx’s Kapital was evidently intended to deal
with the problem of the class unity of the
proletariat, which he held existed in spite of
the high degree of qualitative differentiation.
A decisive factor is the increase in the impor-
tance of semi-skilled workers who have been
trained in a relatively short time directly on
the machines themselves, at the expense of
the older type of ‘skilled’ labour and also of
unskilled. However, even this type of skill
may often have a monopolistic aspect.
Weavers are said to attain the highest level of
productivity only after five years’ experience.

At an earlier period every worker could be
said to have been primarily interested in be-



coming an independent small bourgeois, but
the possibility of realizing this goal is becom-
ing progressively smaller. From one generation
to another the most readily available path to
advancement both for skilled and semi-skilled
workers is into the class of technically trained
individuals. In the most highly privileged
classes, at least over the period of more than
one generation, it is coming more and more
to be true that money is overwhelmingly deci-
sive. Through the banks and corporate enter-
prises members of the lower middle class and
the salaried groups have certain opportunities
to rise into the privileged class.

Organized activity of class groups is
favoured by the following circumstances: (a)
The possibility of concentrating on oppo-
nents where the immediate conflict of inter-
ests is vital. Thus workers organize against
management and not against security holders
who are the ones who really draw income
without working. Similarly peasants are not
apt to organize against landlords. (b) The ex-
istence of a class situation which is typically
similar for large masses of people. (c) The
technical possibility of being easily brought
together. This is particularly true where large
numbers work together in a small area, as in
the modern factory. (d) Leadership directed
to readily understandable goals. Such goals
are very generally imposed or at least are in-
terpreted by persons, such as intelligentsia,
who do not belong to the class in question.

Status and Status Group

The term of ‘status’ will be applied to a typ-
ically effective claim to positive or negative
privilege with respect to social prestige so far
as it rests on one or more of the following
bases: (a) mode of living, (b) a formal process
of education which may consist in empirical
or rational training and the acquisition of the
corresponding modes of life, or (c) on the
prestige of birth, or of an occupation.

The primary practical manifestations of
status with respect to social stratification are
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conubium, commensality, and often monop-
olistic appropriation of privileged economic
opportunities and also prohibition of certain
modes of acquisition. Finally, there are con-
ventions or traditions of other types attached
to a status.

Status may be based on class situation di-
rectly or related to it in complex ways. It is
not, however, determined by this alone. Prop-
erty and managerial positions are not as such
sufficient to lend their holder a certain status,
though they may well lead to its acquisition.
Similarly, poverty is not as such a disqualifica-
tion for high status though again it may in-
fluence it.

Conversely, status may partly or even
wholly determine class situation, without,
however, being identical with it. The class
situation of an officer, a civil servant, and a
student as determined by their income may
be widely different while their status remains
the same, because they adhere to the same
mode of life in all relevant respects as a result
of their common education.

A ‘status group’ is a plurality of individuals
who, within a larger group, enjoy a particular
kind and level of prestige by virtue of their
position and possibly also claim certain spe-
cial monopolies.

The following are the most important
sources of the development of distinct status
groups: (a) The most important is by the de-
velopment of a peculiar style of life includ-
ing, particularly, the type of occupation pur-
sued. (b) The second basis is hereditary
charisma arising from the successful claim
to a position of prestige by virtue of birth.
(c) The third is the appropriation of political
or hierocratic authority as a monopoly by
socially distinct groups.

The development of hereditary status
groups is usually a form of the hereditary ap-
propriation of privileges by an organized group
or by individual qualified persons. Every well-
established case of appropriation of opportuni-
ties and abilities, especially of exercising imper-
ative powers, has a tendency to lead to the
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development of distinct status groups. Con-
versely, the development of status groups has a
tendency in turn to lead to the monopolistic
appropriation of governing powers and of the
corresponding economic advantages.

Acquisition classes are favoured by an eco-
nomic system oriented to market situations,
whereas status groups develop and subsist
most readily where economic organization is
of a monopolistic and liturgical character
and where the economic needs of corporate
groups are met on a feudal or patrimonial
basis. The type of class which is most closely
related to a status group is the ‘social’ class,
while the ‘acquisition’ class is the farthest re-
moved. Property classes often constitute the
nucleus of a status group.

Every society where status groups play a
prominent part is controlled to a large extent
by conventional rules of conduct. It thus cre-
ates economically irrational conditions of
consumption and hinders the development
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of free markets by monopolistic appropria-
tion and by restricting free disposal of the in-
dividual’s own economic ability. This will
have to be discussed further elsewhere.

NOTES

1. Although Parsons chooses to translate Klasse as
‘class status’ in this context, to do so is potentially
confusing because Weber so carefully distinguishes
between the concepts of class and status. I have
therefore followed the lead of Roth and Wittich
(Economy and Society, 1968) and opted for the term
‘class situation’ throughout this essay.—ED.

2. I have again followed Roth and Wittich (Econ-
omy and Society, 1968) in translating the German
term Kleinbiirgertum as ‘petty bourgeoisie,” whereas
Parsons opted for the more ambiguous term ‘lower
middle’ class.—ED.

3. For the purposes of consistency with the other
selections, I have translated the term stindische Lage
as ‘status’ (see Roth and Wittich, Economy and Soci-
ety, 1968), whereas Parsons opted for the terms ‘so-
cial status,” ‘stratifactory status,” and the like—ED.

Open and Closed Relationships

Social Relationships

A social relationship, regardless of whether it
is communal or associative in character, will
be spoken of as “open” to outsiders if and in-
sofar as its system of order does not deny
participation to anyone who wishes to join
and is actually in a position to do so. A rela-
tionship will, on the other hand, be called
“closed” against outsiders so far as, accord-
ing to its subjective meaning and its binding
rules, participation of certain persons is ex-
cluded, limited, or subjected to conditions.

Whether a relationship is open or closed
may be determined traditionally, affectually,
or rationally in terms of values or of expedi-
ency. It is especially likely to be closed, for
rational reasons, in the following type of sit-
uation: a social relationship may provide the
parties to it with opportunities for the satis-
faction of spiritual or material interests,
whether absolutely or instrumentally, or
whether it is achieved through co-operative
action or by a compromise of interests. If the
participants expect that the admission of

Max Weber. “Open and Closed Relationships,” in Guenther Roth and Claus Wittich, eds., Economy and Society,
Vol. 1, pp. 43—46, 341-342, 344. Copyright © 1968 by Taylor & Francis Books, Ltd. Used by permission of
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others will lead to an improvement of their
situation, an improvement in degree, in
kind, in the security or the value of the sat-
isfaction, their interest will be in keeping the
relationship open. If, on the other hand,
their expectations are of improving their po-
sition by monopolistic tactics, their interest
is in a closed relationship.

There are various ways in which it is possible
for a closed social relationship to guarantee its
monopolized advantages to the parties. (a)
Such advantages may be left free to competi-
tive struggle within the group; (b) they may be
regulated or rationed in amount and kind, or
(c) they may be appropriated by individuals or
sub-groups on a permanent basis and become
more or less inalienable. The last is a case of
closure within, as well as against outsiders. Ap-
propriated advantages will be called “rights.”
As determined by the relevant order, appropri-
ation may be (1) for the benefit of the mem-
bers of particular communal or associative
groups (for instance, household groups), or (2)
for the benefit of individuals. In the latter case,
the individual may enjoy his rights on a purely
personal basis or in such a way that in case of
his death one or more other persons related to
the holder of the right by birth (kinship), or by
some other social relationship, may inherit the
rights in question. Or the rights may pass to
one or more individuals specifically designated
by the holder. These are cases of hereditary ap-
propriation. Finally, (3) it may be that the
holder is more or less fully empowered to
alienate his rights by voluntary agreement, ei-
ther to other specific persons or to anyone he
chooses. This is alienable appropriation. A
party to a closed social relationship will be
called a “member”; in case his participation is
regulated in such a way as to guarantee him
appropriated advantages, a privileged member
(Rechtsgenosse). Appropriated rights which are
enjoyed by individuals through inheritance or
by hereditary groups, whether communal or
associative, will be called the “property” of the
individual or of groups in question; and, inso-
far as they are alienable, “free” property.
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The apparently gratuitous tediousness in-
volved in the elaborate definition of the
above concepts is an example of the fact that
we often neglect to think out clearly what
seems to be obvious, because it is intuitively
familiar.

1. a. Examples of communal relationships,
which tend to be closed on a traditional
basis, are those in which membership is de-
termined by family relationship.

b. Personal emotional relationships are
usually affectually closed. Examples are erotic
relationships and, very commonly, relations
of personal loyalty.

c. Closure on the basis of value-rational
commitment to values is usual in groups
sharing a common system of explicit reli-
gious belief.

d. Typical cases of rational closure on
grounds of expediency are economic associ-
ations of a monopolistic or a plutocratic
character.

A few examples may be taken at random.
Whether a group of people engaged in con-
versation is open or closed depends on its
content. General conversation is apt to be
open, as contrasted with intimate conversa-
tion or the imparting of official information.
Market relationships are in most, or at least in
many, cases essentially open. In the case of
many relationships, both communal and as-
sociative, there is a tendency to shift from a
phase of expansion to one of exclusiveness.
Examples are the guilds and the democratic
city-states of Antiquity and the Middle Ages.
At times these groups sought to increase their
membership in the interest of improving the
security of their position of power by ade-
quate numbers. At other times they restricted
their membership to protect the value of their
monopolistic position. The same phenome-
non is not uncommon in monastic orders
and religious sects which have passed from a
stage of religious proselytizing to one of re-
striction in the interest of the maintenance of
an ethical standard or for the protection of
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material interests. There is a similar close rela-
tionship between the extension of market re-
lationships in the interest of increased
turnover on the one hand, their monopolistic
restriction on the other. The promotion of
linguistic uniformity is today a natural result
of the interests of publishers and writers, as
opposed to the earlier, not uncommon, ten-
dency for status groups to maintain linguis-
tic peculiarities or even for secret languages
to emerge.

2. Both the extent and the methods of regu-
lation and exclusion in relation to outsiders
may vary widely, so that the transition from a
state of openness to one of regulation and clo-
sure is gradual. Various conditions of participa-
tion may be laid down; qualifying tests, a pe-
riod of probation, requirement of possession of
a share which can be purchased under certain
conditions, election of new members by ballot,
membership or eligibility by birth or by virtue
of achievements open to anyone. Finally, in
case of closure and the appropriation of rights
within the group, participation may be depen-
dent on the acquisition of an appropriated
right. There is a wide variety of different de-
grees of closure and of conditions of participa-
tion. Thus regulation and closure are relative
concepts. There are all manner of gradual
shadings as between an exclusive club, a the-
atrical audience the members of which have
purchased tickets, and a party rally to which
the largest possible number has been urged to
come; similarly, from a church service open to
the general public through the rituals of a lim-
ited sect to the mysteries of a secret cult.

3. Similarly, closure within the group may
also assume the most varied forms. Thus a
caste, a guild, or a group of stock exchange
brokers, which is closed to outsiders, may
allow to its members a perfectly free competi-
tion for all the advantages which the group as
a whole monopolizes for itself. Or it may as-
sign every member strictly to the enjoyment
of certain advantages, such as claims over cus-
tomers or particular business opportunities,

for life or even on a hereditary basis. This is
particularly characteristic of India. Similarly,
a closed group of settlers (Markgenossenschaft)
may allow its members free use of the re-
sources of its area or may restrict them rigidly
to a plot assigned to each individual house-
hold. A closed group of colonists may allow
free use of the land or sanction and guarantee
permanent appropriation of separate hold-
ings. In such cases all conceivable transitional
and intermediate forms can be found. Histor-
ically, the closure of eligibility to fiefs,
benefices, and offices within the group, and
the appropriation on the part of those enjoy-
ing them, have occurred in the most varied
forms. Similarly, the establishment of rights
to and possession of particular jobs on the
part of workers may develop all the way from
the “closed shop” to a right to a particular job.
The first step in this development may be to
prohibit the dismissal of a worker without the
consent of the workers’ representatives. The
development of the “works councils” [in Ger-
many after 1918] might be a first step in this
direction, though it need not be. . . .

4. The principal motives for closure of a re-
lationship are: (a) The maintenance of quality,
which is often combined with the interest in
prestige and the consequent opportunities to
enjoy honor, and even profit; examples are
communities of ascetics, monastic orders, es-
pecially, for instance, the Indian mendicant
orders, religious sects like the Puritans, orga-
nized groups of warriors, of ministeriales and
other functionaries, organized citizen bodies
as in the Greek states, craft guilds; (b) the con-
traction of advantages in relation to consump-
tion needs (Nahrungsspielraum); examples are
monopolies of consumption, the most devel-
oped form of which is a self-subsistent village
community; (c) the growing scarcity of oppor-
tunities for acquisition (Erwerbsspielraum).
This is found in trade monopolies such as
guilds, the ancient monopolies of fishing
rights, and so on. Usually motive (a) is com-

bined with (b) or (d). ...



Economic Relationships

One frequent economic determinant [of clo-
sure] is the competition for a livelihood—
offices, clients and other remunerative oppor-
tunities. When the number of competitors
increases in relation to the profit span, the
participants become interested in curbing
competition. Usually one group of competi-
tors takes some externally identifiable charac-
teristic of another group of (actual or poten-
tial) competitors—race, language, religion,
local or social origin, descent, residence,
etc.—as a pretext for attempting their exclu-
sion. It does not matter which characteristic is
chosen in the individual case: whatever sug-
gests itself most easily is seized upon. Such
group action may provoke a corresponding
reaction on the part of those against whom it
is directed.

In spite of their continued competition
against one another, the jointly acting com-
petitors now form an “interest group” toward
outsiders; there is a growing tendency to set
up some kind of association with rational
regulations; if the monopolistic interests per-
sist, the time comes when the competitors,
or another group whom they can influence
(for example, a political community), estab-
lish a legal order that limits competition
through formal monopolies; from then on,
certain persons are available as “organs” to
protect the monopolistic practices, if need
be, with force. In such a case, the interest
group has developed into a “legally privileged
group” (Rechtsgemeinschaf?) and the partici-
pants have become ‘privileged members”
(Rechtsgenossen). Such closure, as we want to
call it, is an ever-recurring process; it is the
source of property in land as well as of all
guild and other group monopolies.

The tendency toward the monopolization
of speciﬁc, usually economic opportunities is
always the driving force in such cases as: “co-
operative organization,” which always means
closed monopolistic groups, for example, of
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fishermen taking their name from a certain
fishing area; the establishment of an associa-
tion of engineering graduates, which seeks to
secure a legal, or at least factual, monopoly
over certain positions; the exclusion of out-
siders from sharing in the fields and com-
mons of a village; “patriotic” associations of
shop clerks; the ministeriales, knights, univer-
sity graduates and craftsmen of a given re-
gion or locality; ex-soldiers entitled to civil
service positions—all these groups first en-
gage in some joint action (Gemeinschafts-
handeln) and later perhaps an explicit asso-
ciation. This monopolization is directed
against competitors who share some posi-
tive or negative characteristics; its purpose is
always the closure of social and economic
opportunities to outsiders. Its extent may
vary widely, especially so far as the group
member shares in the apportionment of
monopolistic advantages. . . .

This monopolistic tendency takes on spe-
cific forms when groups are formed by per-
sons with shared qualities acquired through
upbringing, apprenticeship and training.
These characteristics may be economic qual-
ifications of some kind, the holding of the
same or of similar offices, a knightly or as-
cetic way of life, etc. If in such a case an as-
sociation results from social action, it tends
toward the guild. Full members make a voca-
tion out of monopolizing the disposition of
spiritual, intellectual, social and economic
goods, duties and positions. Only those are
admitted to the unrestricted practice of the
vocation who (1) have completed a novitiate
in order to acquire the proper training, (2)
have proven their qualification, and (3)
sometimes have passed through further wait-
ing periods and met additional requirements.
This development follows a typical pattern
in groups ranging from the juvenile student
fraternities, through knightly associations
and craft-guilds, to the qualifications re-
quired of the modern officials and employ-
ees. It is true that the interest in guaranteeing
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an efficient performance may everywhere
have some importance; the participants may
desire it for idealistic or materialistic reasons
in spite of their possibly continuing competi-
tion with one another: local craftsmen may
desire it for the sake of their business reputa-
tion, ministeriales and knights of a given as-
sociation for the sake of their professional
reputation and also their own military secu-
rity, and ascetic groups for fear that the gods
and demons may turn their wrath against all
members because of faulty manipulations.

14 1 Anthony Giddens

(For example, in almost all primitive tribes,
persons who sang falsely during a ritual
dance were originally slain in expiation of
such an offense.) But normally this concern
for efficient performance recedes behind the
interest in limiting the supply of candidates
for the benefices and honors of a given occu-
pation. The novitiates, waiting periods, mas-
terpieces and other demands, particularly the
expensive entertainment of group members,
are more often economic than professional
tests of qualification.

The Class Structure of the Advanced Societies

The Weberian Critique

For the most significant developments in the
theory of classes since Marx, we have to look
to those forms of social thought whose au-
thors, while being directly influenced by
Marx’s ideas, have attempted at the same
time to criticise or to reformulate them. This
tendency has been strongest, for a combina-
tion of historical and intellectual reasons, in
German sociology, where a series of attempts
have been made to provide a fruitful critique
of Marx—beginning with Max Weber, and
continuing through such authors as Geiger,
Renner and Dahrendorf.! Weber’s critique of
Marx here has been of particular importance.
But, especially in the English-speaking
world, the real import of Weber’s analysis has
frequently been misrepresented. The custom-
ary procedure has been to contrast Weber’s
discussion of ‘Class, status and party’, a frag-
ment of Economy and Society, with the con-
ception of class supposedly taken by Marx, to

the detriment of the latter. Marx, so it is ar-
gued, treated ‘class’ as a purely economic
phenomenon and, moreover, regarded class
conflicts as in some way the ‘inevitable’ out-
come of clashes of material interest. He failed
to realise, according to this argument, that
the divisions of economic interest which cre-
ate classes do not necessarily correspond to
sentiments of communal identity which con-
stitute differential ‘status’. Thus, status,
which depends upon subjective evaluation, is
a separate ‘dimension of stratification’ from
class, and the two may vary independently.
There is yet a third dimension, so the argu-
ment continues, which Weber recognised as
an independently variable factor in ‘stratifica-
tion’, but which Marx treated as directly con-
tingent upon class interests. This is the factor
of ‘power’.2

Evaluation of the validity of this interpre-
tation is difficult because there is no doubt
that Weber himself accepted it—or certain
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elements of it. What is often portrayed in the
secondary literature as a critique of ‘Marx’s
conception of class’ actually takes a stilted
and impoverished form of crude Marxism as
its main target of attack. But this sort of de-
terminist Marxism was already current in
Germany in Weber’s lifetime, and since
Weber himself set out to question this deter-
minism, the true lines of similarity and dif-
ference between his and Marx’s analysis of
classes are difficult to disentangle. . . .3

In the two versions of ‘Class, status and
party’ which have been embodied in Econ-
omy and Society,® Weber provides what is
missing in Marx: an explicit discussion of the
concept of class. There are two principal re-
spects in which this analysis differs from
Marx’s ‘abstract model’ of classes. One is that
which is familiar from most secondary ac-
counts—the differentiation of ‘class’ from
‘status’ and ‘party’. The second, however, as
will be argued below, is equally important:
this is that, although Weber employs for
some purposes a dichotomous model which
in certain general respects resembles that of
Marx, his viewpoint strongly emphasises a
pluralistic conception of classes. Thus Weber’s
distinction between ‘ownership classes’ (Be-
sitzklassen) and ‘acquisition classes’ (Erwerbs-
klassen) is based upon a fusion of two criteria:
‘on the one hand . . . the kind of property
that is usable for returns; and, on the other
hand . . . the kind of services that can be of-
fered on the market’, thus producing a com-
plex typology. The sorts of property which
may be used to obtain market returns, al-
though dividing generally into two types—
creating ownership (rentier) and acquisition
(entrepreneurial) classes—are highly variable,
and may produce many differential interests
within dominant classes:

Ownership of dwellings; workshops; ware-
houses; stores; agriculturally usable land in
large or small-holdings—a quantitative dif-
ference with possibly qualitative conse-
quences; ownership of mines; cattle; men

(slaves); disposition over mobile instruments
of production, or capital goods of all sorts, es-
pecially money or objects that can easily be
exchanged for money; disposition over prod-
ucts of one’s own labour or of others’ labour
differing according to their various distances
from consumability; disposition over trans-
ferable monopolies of any kind—all these
distinctions differentiate the class situations
of the propertied . . . 5

But the class situations of the propertyless
are also differentiated, in relation both to the
types and the degree of ‘monopolisation’ of
‘marketable skills’ which they possess. Conse-
quently, there are various types of ‘middle
class’ which stand between the ‘positively
privileged’ classes (the propertied) and the
‘negatively privileged’ classes (those who pos-
sess neither property nor marketable skills).
While these groupings are all nominally
propertyless, those who possess skills which
have a definite ‘market value’ are certainly in
a different class situation from those who
have nothing to offer but their (unskilled)
labour. In acquisition classes—i.e., those as-
sociated particularly with the rise of modern
capitalism—educational qualifications take
on a particular signiﬁcance in this respect;
but the monopolisation of trade skills by
manual workers is also important.

Weber insists that a clear-cut distinction
must be made between class ‘in itself’ and
class ‘for itself”: ‘class’, in his terminology, al-
ways refers to market interests, which exist
independently of whether men are aware of
them. Class is thus an ‘objective’ characteris-
tic influencing the life-chances of men. But
only under certain conditions do those shar-
ing a common class situation become con-
scious of, and act upon, their mutual eco-
nomic interests. In making this emphasis,
Weber undoubtedly intends to separate his
position from that adopted by many Marx-
ists, involving what he calls a ‘pseudo-scientific
operation’ whereby the link between class
and class consciousness is treated as direct
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and immediate.® Such a consideration evi-
dently also underlies the emphasis which
Weber places upon ‘status groups’ (Stinde) as
contrasted to classes. The contrast between
class and status group, however, is not, as
often seems to be assumed, merely, nor per-
haps even primarily, a distinction between
subjective and objective aspects of differenti-
ation. While class is founded upon differen-
tials of economic interest in market relation-
ships, Weber nowhere denies that, under
certain given circumstances, a class may be a
subjectively aware ‘community’. The impor-
tance of status groups—which are normally
‘communities’ in this sense—derives from
the fact that they are built upon criteria of
grouping other than those stemming from
market situation. The contrast between
classes and status groups is sometimes por-
trayed by Weber as one between the objective
and the subjective; but it is also one between
production and consumption. Whereas class
expresses relationships involved in produc-
tion, status groups express those involved in
consumption, in the form of specific ‘styles
of life’.

Status affiliations may cut across the rela-
tionships generated in the market, since
membership of a status group usually carries
with it various sorts of monopolistic privi-
leges. Nonetheless, classes and status groups
tend in many cases to be closely linked,
through property: possession of property is
both a major determinant of class situation
and also provides the basis for following a
definite ‘style of life’. The point of Weber’s
analysis is not that class and status constitute
two ‘dimensions of stratification’, but that
classes and status communities represent two
possible, and competing, modes of group for-
mation in relation to the distribution of
power in society. Power is noz, for Weber, a
‘third dimension’ in some sense comparable
to the first two. He is quite explicit about say-
ing that classes, status groups and parties are
all ‘phenomena of the distribution of power’.7
The theorem informing Weber’s position here

is his insistence that power is not to be assim-
ilated to economic domination—again, of
course, a standpoint taken in deliberate con-
trast to that of Marx. The party, oriented to-
wards the acquisition or maintenance of po-
litical leadership, represents, like the class and
the status group, a major focus of social or-
ganisation relevant to the distribution of
power in a society. It is, however, only charac-
teristic of the modern rational state. . . .

In his conceptual discussion of class, be-
sides distinguishing the purely economic Be-
sitzklassen and Erwerbsklassen, Weber also
refers to what he calls ‘social classes’. A social
class, in Weber’s sense, is formed of a cluster
of class situations which are linked together
by virtue of the fact that they involve com-
mon mobility chances, either within the ca-
reer of individuals or across the generations.
Thus while a worker may fairly readily move
from an unskilled to a semi-skilled manual
occupation, and the son of an unskilled
worker may become a semi-skilled or perhaps
a skilled worker, the chances of either intra-
or inter-generational mobility into non-man-
ual occupations are much less. While the con-
ception of the ‘social class’ remains relatively
undeveloped in Weber’s writings, it is of par-
ticular interest in relation to his model of cap-
italist development. As Weber himself points
out, the notion of ‘social class’ comes much
closer to that of ‘status group’ than does the
conception of purely economic class (al-
though, as with economic class situation, in-
dividuals who are in the same social class are
not necessarily conscious of the fact). The no-
tion of social class is important because it in-
troduces a unifying theme into the diversity
of cross-cutting class relationships which may
stem from Weber’s identification of ‘class sit-
uation’ with ‘market position’. If the latter is
applied strictly, it is possible to distinguish an
almost endless multiplicity of class situations.
But a ‘social class’ exists only when these class
situations cluster together in such a way as to
create a common nexus of social interchange
between individuals. In capitalism, Weber



The Class Structure of the Advanced Societies — 135

distinguishes four main social class groupings:
the manual working class; the petty bour-
geoisie; propertyless white-collar workers:
‘technicians, various kinds of white-collar em-
ployees, civil servants—possibly with consid-
erable social differences depending on the
cost of their training’; and those ‘privileged
through property and education’.8 Of these
social class groupings, the most significant are
the working class, the propertyless ‘middle
class’ and the propertied ‘upper class’. Weber
agrees with Marx that the category of small
property-owners (Kleinbiirgertum) tends to
become progressively more restricted with the
increasing maturity of capitalism. The result
of this process, however, is not normally that
they ‘sink into the proletariat’, but that they
become absorbed into the expanding cate-
gory of skilled manual or non-manual
salaried workers.

To emphasise, therefore, that Weber’s ‘ab-
stract model’ of classes is a pluralistic one is
not to hold that he failed to recognise unify-
ing ties between the numerous combinations
of class interests made possible by his con-
ception of ‘class situation’. But there is no
doubt that his viewpoint drastically amends
important elements of Marx’s picture of the
typical trend of development of the capitalist
class structure. Even Weber’s simplified (‘so-
cial class’) model of capitalism diverges sig-
nificantly from the Marxian conception, in
treating the propertyless ‘middle class’ as the
category which tends to expand most with
the advance of capitalism. Moreover, the so-
cial classes do not necessarily constitute
‘communities’, and they may be fragmented
by interest divisions deriving from differen-
tials in market position; and finally, as Weber
shows in his historical writings, the relation-
ship between class structure and the political
sphere is a contingent one. . . .

Rethinking the Theory of Class

The deficiency in Weber's reinterpretation of
Marx’s view is that it is not sufficiently radi-

cal. While Weber recognises the unsatisfac-
tory character of the Marxian standpoint,
particularly as regards the undifferentiated
category of the ‘propertyless’, he does not
pursue the implications of his own concep-
tion far enough. Dahrendorf has suggested
that we may stand the Marxian concept of
property on its head in terms of its relation
to authority;® the implications of the Weber-
ian analysis, however, are that the conception
of property may be ‘inverted’ or generalised
in a different way, which does not sacrifice
the economic foundation of the concept of
class. ‘Property’ refers, not to any characteris-
tics of physical objects as such, but to rights
which are associated with them, which in
turn confer certain capacities upon the
‘owner’. . . . In the market, of course, the sig-
nificance of capital as private property is that
it confers certain very definite capacities
upon its possessor as compared to those who
are ‘propertyless—those who do not own
their means of production. But we can read-
ily perceive that, even in the Marxian view,
the notion of ‘propertylessness’ is something
of a misnomer. For if ‘property’ is conceived
of as a set of capacities of action with refer-
ence to the operations of the market, it is ev-
ident that the wage-labourer does possess
such capacities. The ‘property’ of the wage-
labourer is the labour-power which he brings
for sale in entering into the contractual rela-
tion. While this fundamentally disadvantages
him in the competitive bargaining situation
in relation to the owner of capital, this is not
simply a one-way power relationship: the
‘property’ which the wage-labourer possesses
is needed by the employer, and he must pay
at least some minimal attention to the de-
mands of the worker—providing a basis for
the collective withdrawal of labour as a possi-
ble sanction. It would be departing too much
from usual terminology to refer to capital
and to the labour-power of the worker both
as ‘property’; and, anyway, the point is rather
that ‘property’ (capital) is a particular case
of capacity to determine the bargaining
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outcome, rather than vice versa. So I shall
continue to speak below of ‘property’ (in the
means of production) in a conventional
sense, and shall use the term ‘market capac-
ity’ in an inclusive manner zo refer to all forms
of relevant attributes which individuals may
bring to the bargaining encounter.

It is an elementary fact that where owner-
ship of property is concentrated in the hands
of a minority and in a society in which the
mass of the population is employed in indus-
trial production, the vast majority conse-
quently offer their labour for sale on the
market. Because of his general emphasis
upon ‘productive labour’, and because of his
expectation that it is in the nature of modern
technology to reduce productive operations
to a homogeneous skill-level, Marx failed to
recognise the potential significance of differ-
entiations of market capacity which do not
derive directly from the factor of property
ownership. Such differentiations, it seems
clear, are contingent upon the scarcity value
of what the individual ‘owns’ and is able to
offer on the market. As Weber indicates, pos-
session of recognised ‘skills—including edu-
cational qualifications—is the major factor
influencing market capacity. Differentiations
in market capacity may be used, as various
recent authors have indicated, to secure eco-
nomic returns other than income as such.
These include, principally, security of em-
ployment, prospects of career advancement,
and a range of ‘fringe benefits’, such as pen-
sion rights, etc.!0 In the same way as the ca-
pacities which individuals bring to the bar-
gaining process may be regarded as a form of
‘property’ which they exchange on the mar-
ket, so these material returns may be re-
garded as forms of ‘good’ which are obtained
through the sale of labour-power.

In the market structure of competitive cap-
italism, #// those who participate in the ex-
change process are in a certain sense in (in-
terest) conflict with one another for access to
scarce returns. Conflict of interest may be
created by the existence of many sorts of dif-

ferential market capacities. Moreover, the
possible relationships between property and
‘propertyless’ forms of market capacity are
various. Speculative investment in property
may, for example, be one of the specific mar-
ket advantages used by those in certain occu-
pations (thus directors are often able to use
‘inside knowledge’ to profit from property
deals). Marx himself, of course, recognised
the existence of persistent conflicts of interest
within property-owning groupings: notably,
between financial and industrial sectors of
the large bourgeoisie, and between large and
petty bourgeoisie.

The difficulty of identifying ‘class’ with
common market capacity has already been
alluded to with reference to Weber. While
Weber’s concept of ‘market situation’ success-
fully moves away from some of the rigidities
of the Marxian scheme, it tends to imply the
recognition of a cumbersome plurality of
classes. There would appear to be as many
‘classes’, and as many ‘class conflicts’, as there
are differing market positions. The problem
here, however, is not the recognition of the
diversity of the relationships and conflicts
created by the capitalist market as such, but
that of making the theoretical transition from
such relationships and conflicts to the identifi-
cation of classes as structured forms. The un-
satisfactory and ill-defined character of the
connections between ‘class position’, the ty-
pology of Besitzklassen and Erwerbsklassen,
and ‘social classes’ in Weber’s work has al-
ready been mentioned. But the problem is by
no means confined to Weber’s theoretical
scheme. Marx was certainly conscious of the
problematic character of the links between
class as a latent set of characteristics gener-
ated by the capitalist system and class as an
historical, dynamic entity, an ‘historical
actor’. But his contrast between class ‘in it-
self” and class for itself” is primarily one dis-
tinguishing between class relationships as a
cluster of economic connections on the one
hand and class consciousness on the other.
This emphasis was very much dictated by the
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nature of Marx’s interests, lying as they did
above all in understanding and promoting
the rise of a revolutionary class consciousness
within capitalism. While it would by no
means be true to hold that Marx ignored this
completely, it can be said that he gave only
little attention to the modes in which classes,
founded in a set of economic relationships,
take on or ‘express’ themselves in definite so-
cial forms.

Nor has the matter been adequately dealt
with in the writings of later authors. In fact,
one of the leading dilemmas in the theory of
class—which figures prominently, for exam-
ple, in Aron’s discussion—is that of identify-
ing the ‘reality’ of class.!! Not only has there
been some considerable controversy over
whether class is a ‘real’ or ‘nominal’ category,
but many have argued that, since it is diffi-
cult or impossible to draw the ‘boundaries’
between classes with any degree of clarity, we
should abandon the notion of class as a use-
ful sociological concept altogether.!2 Only
Dahrendorf seems to have attempted to give
attention to the problem within the frame-
work of an overall theory of class, and since
his identification of class with authority divi-
sions is unacceptable [for reasons outlined
elsewhere],’3 his analysis does not help
greatly.

The major problems in the theory of class,
I shall suggest, do not so much concern the
nature and application of the class concept
itself, as what, for want of a better word, I
shall call the structuration of class relation-
ships.14 Most attempts to revise class theory
since Marx have sought to accomplish such a
revision primarily by refining, modifying, or
substituting an altogether different notion
for the Marxian concept of class. While it is
useful to follow and develop certain of
Weber’s insights in this respect, the most im-
portant blank spots in the theory of class
concern the processes whereby ‘economic
classes’ become ‘social classes’, and whereby
in turn the latter are related to other social
forms. As Marx was anxious to stress in criti-

cising the premises of political economy, all
economic relationships, and any sort of
‘economy’, presuppose a set of social ties be-
tween producers. In arguing for the necessity
of conceptualising the structuration of class
relationships, I do not in any way wish to
question the legitimacy of this insight, but
rather to focus upon the modes in which ‘eco-
nomic’ relationships become translated into
‘non-economic’ social structures.

One source of terminological ambiguity
and conceptual confusion in the usage of the
term ‘class’ is that it has often been employed
to refer both to an economic category and to
a specifiable cluster of social groupings. Thus
Weber uses the term in both of these ways,
although he seeks terminologically to indi-
cate the difference between ‘class’ (as a series
of ‘class positions’) and ‘social class’. But in
order to insist that the study of class and class
conflict must concern itself with the interde-
pendence of economy and society, it is not
necessary to identify the term ‘class’ with the
divisions and interests generated by the mar-
ket as such. Consequently, in the remainder
of this [essay], I shall use the term in the
sense of Weber’s ‘social class—appropriately
explicated. While there may be an indefinite
multiplicity of cross-cutting interests created
by differential market capacities, there are
only, in any given society, a limited number
of classes.

It will be useful at this juncture to state
what class is 7ot. First, a class is not a specific
‘entity’—that is to say, a bounded social form
in the way in which a business firm or a uni-
versity is—and a class has no publicly sanc-
tioned identity. It is extremely important to
stress this, since established linguistic usage
often encourages us to apply active verbs to
the term ‘class’; but the sense in which a class
‘acts’ in a certain way, or ‘perceives’ elements
in its environment on a par with an individ-
ual actor, is highly elliptical, and this sort of
verbal usage is to be avoided wherever possi-
ble. Similarly, it is perhaps misleading to
speak of ‘membership’ of a class, since this
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might be held to imply participation in a
definite ‘group’. This form of expression,
however, is difficult to avoid altogether, and I
shall not attempt to do so in what follows.
Secondly, class has to be distinguished from
‘stratum’, and class theory from the study of
‘stratification’ as such. The latter, comprising
what Ossowski terms a gradation scheme, in-
volves a criterion or set of criteria in terms of
which individuals may be ranked descrip-
tively along a scale.’> The distinction be-
tween class and stratum is again a matter of
some significance, and bears directly upon
the problem of class ‘boundaries’. For the di-
visions between strata, for analytical pur-
poses, may be drawn very precisely, since
they may be set upon a measurement scale—
as, for example, with ‘income strata’. The di-
visions between classes are zever of this sort;
nor, moreover, do they lend themselves to
easy visualisation, in terms of any ordinal
scale of ‘higher’ and ‘lower’, as strata do—al-
though this sort of imagery cannot be es-
caped altogether. Finally we must distinguish
clearly between class and elite. Elite theory,
as formulated by Pareto and Mosca, devel-
oped in part as a conscious and deliberate re-
pudiation of class analysis.!¢ In place of the
concept of class relationships, the elite theo-
rists substituted the opposition of ‘elite’ and
‘mass’; and in place of the Marxian juxtaposi-
tion of class society and classlessness they
substituted the idea of the cyclical replace-
ment of elites in perpetuo. . . .

The Structuration
of Class Relationships

It is useful, initially, to distinguish the mzedi-
ate from the proximate structuration of class
relationships. By the former term, I refer to
the factors which intervene between the exis-
tence of certain given market capacities and
the formation of classes as identifiable social
groupings, that is to say which operate as
‘overall’ connecting links between the market
on the one hand and structured systems of

class relationships on the other. In using the
latter phrase, I refer to ‘localised’ factors
which condition or shape class formation.
The mediate structuration of class relation-
ships is governed above all by the distribu-
tion of mobility chances which pertain
within a given society. Mobility has some-
times been treated as if it were in large part
separable from the determination of class
structure. According to Schumpeter’s famous
example, classes may be conceived of as like
conveyances, which may be constantly carry-
ing different ‘passengers’ without in any way
changing their shape. But, compelling
though the analogy is at first sight, it does
not stand up to closer examination, espe-
cially within the framework I am suggesting
here.!7 In general, the greater the degree of
‘closure’ of mobility chances—both intergen-
erationally and within the career of the indi-
vidual—the more this facilitates the forma-
tion of identifiable classes. For the effect of
closure in terms of intergenerational move-
ment is to provide for the reproduction of
common life experience over the generations;
and this homogenisation of experience is re-
inforced to the degree to which the individ-
ual’s movement within the labour market is
confined to occupations which generate a
similar range of material outcomes. In gen-
eral we may state that the structuration of
classes is facilitated to the degree to which mo-
bility closure exists in relation to any specified
form of market capacity. There are three sorts
of market capacity which can be said to be
normally of importance in this respect: own-
ership of property in the means of produc-
tion; possession of educational or technical
qualifications; and possession of manual
labour-power. In so far as it is the case that
these tend to be tied to closed patterns of
inter- and intragenerational mobility, this
yields the foundation of a basic three-class sys-
tem in capitalist society: an ‘upper’, ‘middle’,
and ‘lower’ or ‘working’ class. But as has
been indicated previously, it is an intrinsic
characteristic of the development of the cap-
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italist market that there exist no legally sanc-
tioned or formally prescribed limitations
upon mobility, and hence it must be empha-
sised that there is certainly never anything
even approaching complete closure. In order
to account for the emergence of structured
classes, we must look in addition at the prox-
imate sources of structuration.

There are three, related, sources of proxi-
mate structuration of class relationships: the
division of labour within the productive en-
terprise; the authority relationships within
the enterprise; and the influence of what I
shall call ‘distributive groupings’. I have al-
ready suggested that Marx tended to use the
notion of ‘division of labour’ very broadly, to
refer both to market relationships and to the
allocation of occupational tasks within the
productive organisation. Here I shall use the
term only in this second, more specific,
sense. In capitalism, the division of labour in
the enterprise is in principle governed by the
promotion of productive efficiency in rela-
tion to the maximisation of profit; but while
responding to the same exigencies as the cap-
italist market in general, the influence of the
division of labour must be analytically sepa-
rated as a distinctive source of structuration
(and, as will be discussed later, as a signifi-
cant influence upon class consciousness).
The division of labour, it is clear, may be a
basis of the fragmentation as well as the con-
solidation of class relationships. It furthers
the formation of classes to the degree to
which it creates homogeneous groupings
which cluster along the same lines as those
which are fostered by mediate structuration.
Within the modern industrial order, the
most significant influence upon proximate
structuration in the division of labour is un-
doubtedly that of technique. The effect of in-
dustrial technique (more recently, however,
modified by the introduction of cybernetic
systems of control) is to create a decisive sep-
aration between the conditions of labour of
manual and non-manual workers. ‘Machine-
minding’, in one form or another, regardless

of whether it involves a high level of manual
skill, tends to create a working environment
quite distinct from that of the administrative
employee, and one which normally enforces
a high degree of physical separation between
the two groupings.!8

This effect of the division of labour thus
overlaps closely with the influence of the me-
diate structuration of class relationships
through the differential apportionment of
mobility chances; but it is, in turn, poten-
tially heavily reinforced by the typical au-
thority system in the enterprise. In so far as
administrative workers participate in the
framing, or merely in the enforcement, of
authoritative commands, they tend to be
separated from manual workers, who are
subject to those commands. But the influ-
ence of differential authority is also basic as a
reinforcing agent of the structuration of class
relationships at the ‘upper’ levels. Ownership
of property, in other words, confers certain
fundamental capacities of command, max-
imised within the ‘entrepreneurial’ enterprise
in its classical form. To the extent to which
this serves to underlie a division at ‘the top’,
in the control of the organisation (something
which is manifestly influenced, but not at all
destroyed, if certain of the suppositions ad-
vanced by the advocates of the theory of the
separation of ‘ownership and control’ are
correct) it supports the differentiation of the
‘upper’ from the ‘middle’ class.

The third source of the proximate struc-
turation of class relationships is that originat-
ing in the sphere of consumption rather than
production. Now according to the tradi-
tional interpretations of class structure, in-
cluding those of Marx and Weber, ‘class’ is a
phenomenon of production: relationships es-
tablished in consumption are therefore quite
distinct from, and secondary to, those
formed in the context of productive activity.
There is no reason to deviate from this gen-
eral emphasis. But without dropping the
conception that classes are founded ulti-
mately in the economic structure of the
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capitalist market, it is still possible to regard
consumption patterns as a major influence
upon class structuration. Weber’s notions of
‘status’ and ‘status group’, as I previously
pointed out, confuse two separable elements:
the formation of groupings in consumption,
on the one hand, and the formation of types
of social differentiation based upon some
sort of non-economic value providing a scale
of ‘honour’ or ‘prestige’ on the other. While
the two may often coincide, they do not nec-
essarily do so, and it seems worthwhile to
distinguish them terminologically. Thus I
shall call @istributive groupings’ those rela-
tionships involving common patterns of the
consumption of economic goods, regardless
of whether the individuals involved make
any type of conscious evaluation of their ho-
nour or prestige relative to others; ‘status’
refers to the existence of such evaluations,
and a ‘status group’ is, then, any set of social
relationships which derives its coherence
from their application.!?

In terms of class structuration, distribu-
tive groupings are important in so far as
they interrelate with the other sets of fac-
tors distinguished above in such a way as to
reinforce the typical separations between
forms of market capacity. The most signifi-
cant distributive groupings in this respect
are those formed through the tendency to-
wards community or neighbourhood segre-
gation. Such a tendency is not normally
based only upon differentials in income,
but also upon such factors as access to
housing mortgages, etc. The creation of
distinctive ‘working-class neighbourhoods’
and ‘middle-class neighbourhoods’, for ex-
ample, is naturally promoted if those in
manual labour are by and large denied
mortgages for house buying, while those in
non-manual occupations experience little
difficulty in obtaining such loans. Where
industry is located outside of the major
urban areas, homogeneous ‘working-class
communities’ frequently develop through

the dependence of workers upon housing
provided by the company.

In summary, to the extent to which the
various bases of mediate and proximate class
structuration overlap, classes will exist as dis-
tinguishable formations. I wish to say that
the combination of the sources of mediate and
proximate structuration distinguished here, cre-
ating a threefold class structure, is generic to
capitalist society. But the mode in which these
elements are merged to form a4 specific class
system, in any given society, differs signifi-
cantly according to variations in economic
and political development. It should be evi-
dent that structuration is never an all-or-
nothing matter. The problem of the existence
of distinct class ‘boundaries’, therefore, is not
one which can be settled i abstracto: one of
the specific aims of class analysis in relation
to empirical societies must necessarily be that
of determining how strongly, in any given
case, the ‘class principle’ has become estab-
lished as a mode of structuration. Moreover,
the operation of the ‘class principle’ may also
involve the creation of forms of structuration
within the major class divisions. One case in
point is that which Marx called the ‘petty
bourgeoisie’. In terms of the preceding analy-
sis, it is quite easy to see why ownership of
small property in the means of production
might come to be differentiated both from
the upper class and from the (‘new’) middle
class. If it is the case that the chances of mo-
bility, either inter- or intragenerationally,
from small to large property ownership are
slight, this is likely to isolate the small prop-
erty-owner from membership of the upper
class as such. But the fact that he enjoys di-
rective control of an enterprise, however
minute, acts to distinguish him from those
who are part of a hierarchy of authority in a
larger organisation. On the other hand, the
income and other economic returns of the
petty bourgeois are likely to be similar to the
white-collar worker, and hence they may be-
long to similar distributive groupings. A sec-
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ond potentially important influence upon
class formation is to be traced to the factor of
skill differential within the general category
of manual labour. The manual worker who
has undergone apprenticeship, or a compa-
rable period of training, possesses a market
capacity which sets him apart from the un-
skilled or semi-skilled worker. This case
will be discussed in more detail [else-
where];20 it is enough merely to indicate at
this point that there are certain factors pro-
moting structuration on the basis of this
differentiation in market capacity (e.g.,
that the chances of intergenerational mo-
bility from skilled manual to white-collar
occupations are considerably higher than
they are from unskilled and semi-skilled
manual occupations).

So far I have spoken of structuration in a
purely formal way, as though class could be
defined in terms of relationships which have
no ‘content’. But this obviously will not do:
if classes become social realities, this must be
manifest in the formation of common pat-
terns of behaviour and attitude. Since
Weber’s discussion of classes and status
groups, the notion of ‘style of life’ has nor-
mally come to be identified as solely pertain-
ing to the mode whereby a status group ex-
presses its claim to distinctiveness. However,
in so far as there is marked convergence of
the sources of structuration mentioned
above, classes will also tend to manifest com-
mon styles of life.

An initial distinction can be drawn here
between ‘class awareness’ and ‘class con-
sciousness’.2! We may say that, in so far as
class is a structurated phenomenon, there
will tend to exist a common awareness and
acceptance of similar attitudes and beliefs,
linked to a common style of life, among the
members of the class. ‘Class awareness’, as [
use the term here, does 7ot involve a recogni-
tion that these attitudes and beliefs signify a
particular class affiliation, or the recognition
that there exist other classes, characterised by

different attitudes, beliefs, and styles of life;
‘class consciousness’, by contrast, as I shall
use the notion, does imply both of these. The
difference between class awareness and class
consciousness is a fundamental one, because
class awareness may take the form of @ denial
of the existence or reality of classes.22 Thus the
class awareness of the middle class, in so far
as it involves beliefs which place a premium
upon individual responsibility and achieve-
ment, is of this order.

Within ethnically and culturally homoge-
neous societies, the degree of class structura-
tion will be determined by the interrelation-
ship between the sources of structuration
identified previously. But many, if not the
majority, of capitalist societies are not homo-
geneous in these respects. Traditionally, in
class theory, racial or religious divisions have
been regarded as just so many ‘obstacles’ to
the formation of classes as coherent unities.
This may often be so, where these foster
types of structuration which deviate from
that established by the ‘class principle’ (as
typically was the case in the battles fought by
the rearguard of feudalism against the forces
promoting the emergence of capitalism). The
idea that ethnic or cultural divisions serve to
dilute or hinder the formation of classes is
also very explicitly built into Weber’s separa-
tion of (economic) ‘class’ and ‘status group’.
But this, in part at least, gains its cogency
from the contrast between estate, as a legally
constituted category, and class, as an eco-
nomic category. While it may be agreed,
however, that the bases of the formation of
classes and status groups (in the sense in
which I have employed these concepts) are
different, nonetheless the tendency to class
structuration may receive a considerable im-
petus where class coincides with the criteria of
status group membership—in other words,
where structuration deriving from economic
organisation ‘overlaps’ with, or, in Dahren-
dorf’s terms, is ‘superimposed’ upon, that de-
riving from evaluative categorisations based
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upon ethnic or cultural differences.23 Where
this is so, status group membership itself be-
comes a form of market capacity. Such a sit-
uation frequently offers the strongest possi-
ble source of class structuration, whereby
there develop clear-cut differences in atti-
tudes, beliefs and style of life between the
classes. Where ethnic differences serve as a
‘disqualifying’ market capacity, such that
those in the category in question are heavily
concentrated among the lowest-paid occupa-
tions, or are chronically unemployed or
semi-employed, we may speak of the exis-
tence of an underclass.24
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15 B Frank Parkin

Marxism and Class Theory

A Bourgeois Critique

The ‘Boundary Problem’ in Sociology

The persistent attractions of Marxist class
theory have almost certainly been boosted
by the less than inspiring alternative offered
by academic sociology. In so far as there is
any sort of tacitly agreed upon model of class
among western social theorists it takes the
form of the familiar distinction between
manual and non-manual labour. No other
criterion for identifying the class boundary
seems to enjoy such widespread acceptance
among those who conduct investigations
into family structure, political attitudes, so-
cial imagery, life-styles, educational attain-
ment, and similar enquiries that keep the
wheels of empirical sociology endlessly turn-
ing. Paradoxically, however, although the
manual/non-manual model is felt to be
highly serviceable for research purposes, it is
not commonly represented as a model of
class cleavage and conflict. That is to say, the
two main social categories distinguished by
sociology for purposes of class analysis are
not invested with antagonistic properties
comparable to those accorded to proletariat
and bourgeoisie in Marxist theory. This
would be less cause for comment if propo-
nents of the manual/non-manual model nor-
mally construed the social order as a harmo-
nious and integrated whole; but to construe it
instead in terms of conflict, dichotomy, and
cleavage, as most of these writers now appear

to do, seems to reveal an awkward contrast
between the empirical model of class and the
general conception of capitalist society.

The strongest case that could be made out
for identifying the line between manual and
non-manual labour as the focal point of class
conflict would be one that treated capitalist
society as the industrial firm writ large. It is
only within the framework of ‘factory despo-
tism’ that the blue-collar/white-collar divide
closely corresponds to the line of social con-
frontation over the distribution of spoils and
the prerogatives of command. And this is
particularly the case in those industrial set-
tings where even the lowest grades of white-
collar staff are cast in the role of managerial
subalterns physically and emotionally re-
moved from the shop-floor workers. Within
the microcosm of capitalism represented by
the typical industrial firm, the sociological
model of class has something to recommend
it as an alternative to one constructed around
the rights of property.

The drawback is, however, that social rela-
tions within the capitalist firm are a less ac-
curate guide to class relations within capital-
ist society than they might once have been.
The reason for this is that the post-war ex-
pansion of the public sector has given rise to
an ever-increasing assortment of non-manual
groups in local government and welfare ser-
vices that cannot in any real sense be thought
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of as the tail-end of a broad managerial stra-
tum aligned against a manual workforce. Fre-
quently, in fact there is no manual workforce
to confront in the occupational settings
within which these white-collar groups are
employed.! And even where teachers, social
workers, nurses, local government clerks,
lower civil servants, and the like do form part
of an organization that includes janitors, or-
derlies, cleaners, and other workers by hand,
they do not usually stand in the same quasi-
managerial relationship to them as does the
staff employee to the industrial worker in the
capitalist firm.

The usual rationale for treating intermedi-
ate and lower white-collar groups as a con-
stituent element of a dominant class is that
these groups traditionally have identified
themselves with the interests of capital and
management rather than with the interests of
organized labour. But for various reasons this
identification is easier to accomplish in the
sphere of private industry and commerce
than in the public sector. In the latter, as al-
ready pointed out, not only is there usually
no subordinate manual group physically pre-
sent to inspire a sense of white-collar status
elevation, but also the charms of manage-
ment are likely to seem less alluring when the
chain of command stretches ever upwards
and out of sight into the amorphous and
unlovely body of the state. Moreover, public
sector employees do not have the same op-
portunities as those in the commercial sector
for transferring their special skills and ser-
vices to different and competing employers;
all improvements in pay and conditions must
be negotiated with a monopoly employer,
and one who is under close budgetary
scrutiny. All this makes for a relationship of
some tension between white-collar employ-
ces and the state gua employer, a condition
more akin to that found between manual
labour and management than between
white-collar employees and management in
the private sector. Thus, the validity of the

manual/non-manual model as a representa-
tion of class conflict relies more heavily upon
a view of the commercial employee as the
prototypical case of the white-collar worker
than really is justified, given the enormous
growth of public-sector employment.

What this suggests is that manual and
non-manual groups can usefully be thought
of as entities socially differentiated from each
other in terms of life-chances and opportuni-
ties, but not as groups standing in a relation-
ship of exploiter and exploited, of domi-
nance and subordination, in the manner
presumably required of a genuine conflict
model. Expressed differently, the current so-
ciological model does not fulfil even the min-
imal Weberian claim that the relations be-
tween classes are to be understood as ‘aspects
of the distribution of power’. Instead of a
theoretical framework organized around the
central ideas of mutual antagonism and the
incompatibility of interests we find one orga-
nized around the recorded facts of mere so-
cial differentiation. . . .

The ‘Boundary Problem’ in Marxism

The variety of [Marxist] interpretations on
offer make it more than usually difficult to
speak of ‘the’ Marxist theory of class. In some
respects the range of differences within this
camp has tended to blur the simple contrast
between Marxist and bourgeois theories; and
this is particularly so given the tendency for
Marxists to adopt familiar sociological cate-
gories under substitute names. The most
striking example of this is the tacit acknowl-
edgment of the role of authority in the deter-
mination of bourgeois status. This arises
from the need to find some theoretical prin-
ciple by which the managerial stratum, in
particular, can be assigned to the same class
as the owners of capital. Although allusions
may occasionally be made to the fact that
managers are sometimes shareholders in the
companies that employ them, it is clear that
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this is a contingent feature of managerial sta-
tus and could not be regarded as theoretically
decisive. Managers with and without private
company shares do not appear to be different
political and ideological animals.

The exercise of discipline over the work-
force, on the other hand, is a necessary fea-
ture of the managerial role, not a contingent
one; and as such it recommends itself as a
major criterion of bourgeois class member-
ship. Indeed, for some Marxists managerial
authority has in certain respects superseded
property ownership as zhe defining attribute
of a capitalist class. According to Carchedi,
‘the manager, rather than the capitalist ren-
tier, is the central figure, he, rather than the
capitalist rentier, is the non-labourer, the
non-producer, the exploiter. He, rather than
the capitalist rentier, is capital personified.’2

Interestingly, by proclaiming that the su-
pervision and control of subordinates is the
new hallmark of bourgeois status, Marxist
theorists have come surprisingly close to
endorsing Dahrendorf’s view of the deter-
minate role of authority in establishing the
class boundary.3 Their strict avoidance of
this term in favour of some synonym or cir-
cumlocution (‘mental labour’, ‘global func-
tion of capital’, ‘labour of superinten-
dence’) is perhaps a tacit admission of this
embarrassing affinity with Dahrendorf’s
position. Although none of these writers
would accept Dahrendorf’s proposition
that authority is a general phenomenon
that encompasses property, it is neverthe-
less the case that their treatment of author-
ity relations, however phrased, takes up far
more of their analysis than the discussion
of property relations.

To make property the centrepiece of class
analysis would bring with it the duty of ex-
plaining precisely why the apparatus of
managerial authority and control was
thought to grow out of the institution of
private ownership. Presumably it has come
to the attention of western Marxists that so-

cieties that have done away with property in
its private forms nevertheless have their own
interesting little ways of seeing to the ‘su-
perintendence of labour’. The view that
class and authority relations under capital-
ism are a unique product of private owner-
ship must rest on a belief that these things
are ordered in a very different way under
the socialist mode of production. The fact
that this mode of production figures not at
all in any of the class analyses referred to
suggests that Marxists are none too happy
about drawing the very comparisons that
are so essential to their case. After all, sup-
posing it was discovered that factory despo-
tism, the coercive uses of knowledge, and
the privileges of mental labour were present
not only in societies where the manager was
‘capital personified’, but also in societies
where he was the party personified? Marx-
ists would then be faced with the unwel-
come choice of either having to expand the
definition of capitalism to embrace socialist
society, or of disowning the cherished con-
cepts of private property and surplus ex-
traction upon which their class theory is
grounded. The obvious reluctance to en-
gage in the comparative analysis of class
under the two ostensibly different modes of
production is therefore understandable
enough. As for the credibility of Marxist
class theory, it would seem that the advent
of socialist society is about the worst thing
that could have happened to it.

A further difficulty encountered by this
theory is the attempt to arrive at some gen-
eral principles by which to demarcate the
established professions from routine white-
collar employees, a distinction required by
the evident self-identification of the former
with the general interests of the bour-
geoisie. In place of any general principles,
however, resort is had to an eclectic assort-
ment of descriptive indices demonstrating
that ‘higher’ white-collar groups are in vari-
ous ways simply better off than ‘lower
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white-collar groups. Braverman, for example,
lists advantages such as higher pay, security
of employment, and the privileged market
position of the professions.4 In similar vein,
Westergaard and Resler suggest drawing a
line of class demarcation beneath profes-
sional and managerial groups on the grounds
that ‘they are not dependent on the markets
in which they sell their labour in anything
like the way that other earners are’.5 Their in-
comes ‘are determined by market rules and
mechanisms over which, in effect, they
themselves have considerable influence in
their own corners of the market’.6

The one notable thing about this kind of
analysis is that despite its avowedly Marxist
provenance it is indistinguishable from the
approach of modern bourgeois social theory.
It is, after all, Weber rather than Marx who
provides the intellectual framework for un-
derstanding class in terms of market oppor-
tunities, life-chances, and symbolic rewards.
The focus upon income differences and
other market factors is difficult to reconcile
with the standard Marxist objection to bour-
geois sociology that it mistakenly operates on
the level of distribution instead of on the
level of productive relations. It might also be
said that it is from Weber rather than Marx
that the postulated link between class posi-
tion and bureaucratic authority most clearly
derives. The fact that these normally alien
concepts of authority relations, life-chances,
and market rewards have now been comfort-
ably absorbed by contemporary Marxist the-
ory is a handsome, if unacknowledged, trib-
ute to the virtues of bourgeois sociology.
Inside every neo-Marxist there seems to be a
Weberian struggling to get out. . . .

Social Closure

By social closure Weber means the process by
which social collectivities seek to maximize
rewards by restricting access to resources and
opportunities to a limited circle of eligibles.

This entails the singling out of certain social
or physical attributes as the justificatory basis
of exclusion. Weber suggests that virtually
any group attribute—race, language, social
origin, religion—may be seized upon pro-
vided it can be used for ‘the monopolization
of specific, usually economic opportunities’.
This monopolization is directed against
competitors who share some positive or neg-
ative characteristic; its purpose is always the
‘closure of social and economic opportunities
to outsiders’.® The nature of these exclusion-
ary practices, and the completeness of social
closure, determine the general character of
the distributive system.

Surprisingly, Weber’s elaboration of the
closure theme is not linked in any immediate
way with his other main contributions to
stratification theory, despite the fact that
processes of exclusion can properly be con-
ceived of as an aspect of the distribution of
power, which for Weber is practically syn-
onymous with stratification. As a result, the
usefulness of the concept for the study of
class and similar forms of structured inequal-
ity becomes conditional on the acceptance of
certain refinements and enlargements upon
the original usage.

An initial step in this direction is to extend
the notion of closure to encompass other
forms of collective social action designed to
maximize claims to rewards and opportuni-
ties. Closure strategies would thus include
not only those of an exclusionary kind, but
also those adopted by the excluded them-
selves as a direct response to their status as
outsiders. It is in any case hardly possible to
consider the effectiveness of exclusion prac-
tices without due reference to the counter-
vailing actions of socially defined ineligibles.
As Weber acknowledges: ‘Such group action
may provoke a corresponding reaction on the
part of those against whom it is directed’.? In
other words, collective efforts to resist a pat-
tern of dominance governed by exclusion
principles can properly be regarded as the
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other half of the social closure equation. This
usage is in fact employed by Weber in his dis-
cussion of ‘community closure’ which, as
Neuwirth has shown, bears directly upon
those forms of collective action mounted by
the excluded—that is, ‘negatively privileged
status groups’.10

The distinguishing feature of exclusionary
closure is the attempt by one group to secure
for itself a privileged position at the expense
of some other group through a process of
subordination. That is to say, it is a form of
collective social action which, intentionally or
otherwise, gives rise to a social category of in-
eligibles or outsiders. Expressed metaphori-
cally, exclusionary closure represents the use
of power in a ‘downward’ direction because it
necessarily entails the creation of a group,
class, or stratum of legally defined inferiors.
Countervailing action by the ‘negatively priv-
ileged’, on the other hand, represents the use
of power in an upward direction in the sense
that collective attempts by the excluded to
win a greater share of resources always
threaten to bite into the privileges of legally
defined superiors. It is in other words a form
of action having usurpation as its goal. Exclu-
sion and usurpation may therefore be regarded
as the two main generic types of social clo-
sure, the latter always being a consequence of,
and collective response to, the former.!!

Strategies of exclusion are the predominant
mode of closure in all stratified systems.
Where the excluded in their turn also suc-
ceed in closing off access to remaining re-
wards and opportunities, so multiplying the
number of substrata, the stratification order
approaches the furthest point of contrast to
the Marxist model of class polarization. The
traditional caste system and the stratification
of ethnic communities in the United States
provide the clearest illustrations of this clo-
sure pattern, though similar processes are
easily detectable in societies in which class
formation is paramount. Strategies of
usurpation vary in scale from those designed

to bring about marginal redistribution to
those aimed at total expropriation. But what-
ever their intended scale they nearly always
contain a potential challenge to the prevail-
ing system of allocation and to the autho-
rized version of distributive justice.

All this indicates the ease with which the
language of closure can be translated into the
language of power. Modes of closure can be
thought of as different means of mobilizing
power for the purpose of engaging in distrib-
utive struggle. To conceive of power as a
built-in attribute of closure is at the very least
to dispense with those fruitless searches for
its ‘location’ inspired by Weber’s more famil-
iar but completely unhelpful definition in
terms of the ubiquitous struggle between
contending wills. Moreover, to speak of
power in the light of closure principles is
quite consistent with the analysis of class re-
lations. Thus, to anticipate the discussion,
the familiar distinction between bourgeoisie
and proletariat, in its classic as well as in its
modern guise, may be conceived of as an ex-
pression of conflict between classes defined
not specifically in relation to their place in
the productive process but in relation to their
prevalent modes of closure, exclusion and
usurpation, respectively. . . .

In modern capitalist society the two main
exclusionary devices by which the bour-
geoisie constructs and maintains itself as a
class are, first, those surrounding the institu-
tions of property; and, second, academic or
professional qualifications and credentials.
Each represents a set of legal arrangements
for restricting access to rewards and privi-
leges: property ownership is a form of closure
designed to prevent general access to the
means of production and its fruits; creden-
tialism is a form of closure designed to con-
trol and monitor entry to key positions in
the division of labour. The two sets of bene-
ficiaries of these state-enforced exclusionary
practices may thus be thought of as the core
components of the dominant class under
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modern capitalism. Before taking up the dis-
cussion of common class interests fostered by
private property and credentials it may be
useful to consider each of the two principal
closure strategies separately.

It has already been remarked upon how
the concept of property has been devalued in
the modern sociology of class as a result of
the heavy weighting accorded to the division
of labour. This has not always been true of
bourgeois sociology. Weber was in full accord
with Marx in asserting that “Property” and
“lack of property” are . . . the basic character-
istics of all class situations’.12 The post-We-
berian tendency to analyse social relations as
if the propertyless condition had painlessly
arrived is perhaps a natural extension of the
use of ‘western’ or ‘industrial’ to denote soci-
eties formerly referred to as capitalist. The
post-war impact of functionalist theory cer-
tainly contributed to this tendency, since the
proclamation of belief in the ultimate victory
of achievement values and the merit system
of reward naturally cast doubt on the impor-
tance of property as an institution. The in-
heritance of wealth after all requires notably
little expenditure of those talents and efforts
that are said to be the only keys to the gates
of fortune.

The extent to which property has come to
be regarded as something of an embarrassing
theoretical anomaly is hinted at in the fact
that it receives only the most cursory ac-
knowledgment in Davis and Moore’s func-
tionalist manifesto, and even then in the
shape of an assertion that ‘strictly legal and
functionless ownership . . . is open to attack’
as capitalism develops.!3 To propose that the
imposition of death duties and estate taxes
constitutes evidence for an assault upon
property rights is somewhat like suggesting
that the introduction of divorce laws is evi-
dence of state support for the dissolution of
the family. Property in this scheme of things
can only be understood as a case of cultural
lag—one of those quaint institutional rem-

nants from an earlier epoch which survives
by the grace of social inertia.

Several generations earlier Durkheim had
reasoned along similar lines in declaring that
property inheritance was ‘bound up with ar-
chaic concepts and practices that have no
part in our present day ethics’.’4 And al-
though he felt it was not bound to disappear
on this account he was willing to predict that
inherited wealth would ‘lose its importance
more and more’, and if it survived at all it
would only be ‘in a weakened form’.15
Durkheim was not of course opposed to pri-
vate property as such, only its transmission
through the family. ‘It is obvious that inheri-
tance, by creating inequalities amongst men
from birth, that are unrelated to merit or ser-
vices, invalidates the whole contractual sys-
tem at its very roots’.16 Durkheim wanted so-
ciety made safe for property by removing
those legal practices that could not be
squar