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sive conception that includes cultural dimensions as well as economic
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perspectives of class with each chapter written by an expert in the field.
It concludes with a conceptual map of these alternative approaches by
posing the question “If ‘class’ is the answer, what is the question?”
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Introduction

Erik Olin Wright

In March 2001, on the BBC Radio 4 Today program, a report was
presented discussing a new seven-category class scheme being used in
the British Census. Listeners were invited to the BBC website to see
what class they were in. Within a few days there were over 50,000 hits
on the site, a record for this sort of thing. At least for the segment of the
British population that listens to the BBC morning news, class remains
a salient issue.

In the broadcast a number of people were interviewed. One police
inspector responded to being told that he was now classified in class
I along with doctors, lawyers, and chief executives of corporations, by
saying, “Does it mean now I have to wear tennis whites when I go out
to do my gardening?. .. I don’t see myself socially or economically in the
same class as them.” In a subsequent “live chat” program with Professor
David Rose of Essex University, the principal designer of the new Census
categories, many people called up complaining about the coding scheme.
A truck driver objected to being in class VII on the grounds that his job
was quite skilled and he had to use new information technologies and
computers in his work. David Rose explained that the classification was
meant to capture differences in the nature of the employment contract and
conditions of work, not the skill level of jobs, and truck drivers typically
had quite insecure conditions of employment. Another person asked,
“How can you have a sense of solidarity and consciousness when you’re
‘Five’ or ‘Seven’? Can you imagine the Communist Manifesto written by
the University of Essex? “The history of all hitherto existing societies is
the history of little internecine wars between class groups 1 and 2 and
class groups 3 to 72’ Doesn’t have the same ring does it?”

These comments by listeners on the BBC reflect the general ambiguity
of the term “class” in the popular imagination. To some people it con-
notes lifestyle and tastes, the wearing of tennis whites while gardening.
To others it is mainly about social status, esteem and respect: to be reclas-
sified “down” the class hierarchy is seen as demeaning. Some see classes
as social categories engaged in collective forms of conflict, shaping the

1



2 Erik Olin Wright

destiny of society. Politicians call for “middle-class tax cuts” by which
they simply mean “tax cuts for people in the middle range of the income
distribution.” And many people, like David Rose, see class as identifying
the basic determinants of a person’s economic prospects.

These ambiguities in popular usages are also present in more aca-
demic discussions of class. The word class is deployed in a wide range
of descriptive and explanatory contexts in sociology, just as it is in popu-
lar discourse, and of course, depending upon the context, different con-
cepts of class may be needed. Given this diversity of the explanatory and
descriptive tasks within which the word class appears, it is easy to see
why debates over class are often confusing. Sometimes, of course, there
is a genuine debate: alternative proposals for what concepts are needed to
answer the same question are in dispute. Other times, however, the debate
simply reflects different agendas. Some sociologists proclaim that class
is disappearing, by which they mean that people are less likely to form
stable identities in class terms and thus less likely to orient their political
behavior on the basis of class, while others proclaim that class remains
an enduring feature of contemporary society, by which they mean that a
person’s economic prospects in life continue to depend significantly on
their relationship to economically valuable assets of various sorts.

The central objective of this book is to clarify the complex array of alter-
native conceptualizations of class rooted in different theoretical traditions
of class analysis. Each of the authors in the book has written extensively
on problems of class and inequality within different traditions of class
analysis. Each has been given the assignment of writing a kind of the-
oretical manifesto for a particular kind of class analysis. The goal is to
clarify the theoretical foundations of their preferred approach: lay out the
underlying assumptions, systematically define each conceptual element,
demarcate the explanatory ambitions of the concept and, where possi-
ble, differentiate their approach from others. While to a greater or lesser
extent most of the approaches have their roots in an intellectual tradition
linked to some classical social theorist — Marx, Weber, Durkheim — the
chapters are not primarily discussions of the concept of class within the
texts of these founding figures. Nor are they meant to be authoritative
canonical statements about what counts as genuine “Marxist” or “Weber-
ian” or any other kind of class analysis. Each of these traditions has con-
siderable internal variation and, accordingly, the concept of class will
be elaborated in different ways by different scholars all claiming to be
working within the same broad current of thought. The authors were
also instructed not to present the kind of extended “reviews of the lit-
erature” one might find in a sociological textbook on social class. What
each chapter attempts to do is elaborate the analytical foundations of the
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conceptualization of class within each author’s body of work, and by doing
so, clarify the broader terrain of variation within class analysis.

Six different perspectives are presented. Chapter 1, by Erik Olin
Wright, explores an approach to class analysis within the Marxist tra-
dition. Here the central idea is defining the concept of class in terms of
processes of exploitation and linking the concept to alternative systems
of economic relations. Chapter 2, by Richard Breen, examines a form
of class analysis linked to the Weberian tradition and associated with the
work of the British sociologist John Goldthorpe. The central concern here
is developing a concept of class built around the economic life chances of
people, more specifically around the character of the employment rela-
tions available within labor markets and work organizations. Chapter 3,
by David Grusky, develops a class analysis that he sees as located within
the Durkheimian tradition of sociological theory. The guiding princi-
ple is the ways in which detailed locations within the occupational divi-
sion of labor create homogeneous effects on the lives of people. Class
locations are then identified with these highly disaggregated categories
within systems of stratification. Chapter 4, by Elliot Weininger, lays out
the central principles of class analysis identified with the French soci-
ologist Pierre Bourdieu. In Bourdieu’s framework, class is defined with
respect to a variety of dimensions of “capital,” where capital is under-
stood as a multidimensional space of power-conferring resources that
shape both the opportunities and the dispositions of actors. Chapter 5,
by Aage Serensen, presents an approach to class analysis that draws heav-
ily on the reasoning of neoclassical economics, especially the notion of
economic “rents.” In this conceptualization of class, classes would not
exist at all in a perfectly competitive market with complete information.
Classes occur only where there are the kinds of market imperfections
that create rents that can be captured by some groups of actors and not
others. In Chapter 6, Jan Pakulski elaborates the foundations of what
might be termed a “post-class analysis.” He argues that class, especially
as understood in the Marxist and Weberian traditions, is no longer an
empirically useful category. Inequality may continue to be an important
issue in contemporary society, but inequality, in his view, is no longer
organized along class lines. Finally, the Conclusion to the book discusses
how different traditions of class analysis are anchored in different central
questions, and how this difference in questions underlies many of the
differences in their concepts of class.



1 Foundations of a neo-Marxist class analysis

Erik Olin Wright

The concept of class has greater explanatory ambitions within the Marx-
ist tradition than in any other tradition of social theory and this, in turn,
places greater burdens on its theoretical foundations. In its most ambi-
tious form, Marxists have argued that class — or very closely linked con-
cepts like “mode of production” or “the economic base” — was at the
center of a general theory of history, usually referred to as “historical
materialism.”! This theory attempted to explain within a unified frame-
work a very wide range of social phenomena: the epochal trajectory of
social change as well as social conflicts located in specific times and places,
the macro-level institutional form of the state along with the micro-level
subjective beliefs of individuals, large-scale revolutions as well as sit-down
strikes. Expressions like “class struggle is the motor of history” and “the
executive of the modern state is but a committee of the bourgeoisie” cap-
tured this ambitious claim of explanatory centrality for the concept of
class.

Most Marxist scholars today have pulled back from the grandiose
explanatory claims of historical materialism (if not necessarily from all
of its explanatory aspirations). Few today defend stark versions of “class
primacy.” Nevertheless, it remains the case that class retains a distinctive
centrality within the Marxist tradition and is called upon to do much more
arduous explanatory work than in other theoretical traditions. Indeed, a
good argument can be made that this, along with a specific orientation to
radically egalitarian normative principles, is a large part of what defines
the continuing distinctiveness and vitality of the Marxist tradition as a
body of thought, particularly within sociology. It is for this reason that I
have argued that “Marxism as class analysis” defines the core agenda of
Marxist sociology.?

! The most systematic and rigorous exposition of the central tenets of historical materialism
is Cohen (1978).

2 For a more extended discussion of Marxism as class analysis, see Burawoy and Wright
(2001) and Wright, Levine, and Sober (1993).
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The task of this chapter is to lay out the central analytical founda-
tions of the concept of class in a way that is broadly consistent with the
Marxist tradition. This is a tricky business, for among writers who iden-
tify with Marxism there is no consensus on any of the core concepts of
class analysis. What defines the tradition is more a loose commitment
to the importance of class analysis for understanding the conditions for
challenging capitalist oppressions and the language within which debates
are waged — what Alvin Gouldner aptly called a “speech community” —
than a precise set of definitions and propositions. Any claims about the
theoretical foundations of Marxist class analysis which I make, therefore,
will reflect my specific stance within that tradition rather than an author-
itative account of “Marxism” in general or of the work of Karl Marx in
particular.’

There will be two principal punchlines to the analysis: first, that the
ingredient that most sharply distinguishes the Marxist conceptualization
of class from other traditions is the concept of “exploitation,” and sec-
ond, that an exploitation-centered concept of class provides theoretically
powerful tools for studying a range of problems in contemporary society.
The goal of this chapter is to make these claims both intelligible and —
hopefully — credible. Part I lays out what is the fundamental point of
class analysis within Marxism, what it tries to accomplish. This is above
all a question of clarifying the normative agenda to which class analysis
is linked. In Part II we will carefully go through a series of conceptual
clarifications that are needed to frame the specific analysis of class and
exploitation. Some people may find this section a little pedantic, a bit like
reading a dictionary in places, but I feel that it is necessary in order for the
reasoning on which these concepts are based to be transparent. Part III
specifies the core common explanatory claims of class analysis in both the
Marxist and Weberian traditions. This will be helpful in setting the stage
for the discussion in Part IV of the distinctive hallmark of the Marxist
concept that differentiates it from its Weberian cousins and anchors the
broader theoretical claims and agenda of Marxist class analysis. This will
involve, above all, elaborating the concept of exploitation, one of the cru-
cial causal mechanisms through which Marxists claim that class relations
generate social effects. Finally, in Part V I will briefly lay out what I see
as the pay-offs of the Marxian-inspired form of class analysis.

3 There is a very large literature both of exegesis of Marx’s own work on class and on
varieties of class analysis within the broadly construed Marxist tradition. For an exegesis
of Marx’s treatment of class, see Cotreel (1984, Ch. 2). For a general review of alternative
Marxist approaches, see Wright (1980b). For examples of Marxist class analyses that differ
substantially from the approach outlined in this chapter, see Poulantzas (1975); Carchedi
(1977); Resnick and Wolff (1987).
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The big picture: what the Marxist concept of class
is all about

At its core, class analysis within the Marxist tradition is rooted in a set
of normative commitments to a form of radical egalitarianism. Histori-
cally, Marxists have generally been reluctant to systematically argue for
these moral commitments. Marx himself felt that talk about “justice” and
“morality” was unnecessary and perhaps even pernicious, believing that
ideas about morality really just reflected material conditions and inter-
ests of actors. Rather than defend socialism on grounds of social justice
or other normative principles, Marx preferred to simply argue that social-
ism was in the interests of the working class and that it was, in any case,
the historical destiny of capitalism. Nevertheless, Marx’s own writing is
filled with moral judgment, moral outrage and moral vision. More signif-
icantly for present purposes, the Marxist tradition of class analysis gets
much of its distinctive thrust from its link to a radical egalitarian norma-
tive agenda. In order to fully understand the theoretical foundations of
the concept of class in the Marxist tradition, it is necessary, if only briefly,
to clarify this normative dimension.

The underlying radical egalitarianism within Marxist class analysis can
be expressed in terms of three theses. I will state these in a stripped-
down form, without elaborate qualifications and amendments, since our
purpose here is to clarify the character of the agenda of Marxist class
analysis rather than to provide a defense of the theory itself:

Radical Egalitarianism thesis: Human flourishing would be broadly
enhanced by a radically egalitarian distribution of the material conditions of
life.* This thesis is captured by the classical distributional slogan advo-
cated by Marx, “To each according to need, from each according to
ability” and by the ideal of a “classless” society. This is the way material
resources are distributed within egalitarian families: children with greater
needs receive more resources, and everyone is expected to contribute as
best they can to the tasks needed by the family. This is also the way books
are distributed in public libraries: you check out what you need, not what
you can afford. The radical egalitarianism of the Marxist tradition affirms
that human flourishing in general would be enhanced if these principles
could be generalized to the society as a whole.”

4 The radical egalitarianism thesis as stated here is not, in and of itself, a thesis about
Jjustice. The claim is that human beings will generally flourish better under such egalitarian
conditions than under conditions of inequality and hierarchy, but it does not stipulate
that it is a requirement of justice that such flourishing be promoted. I believe that this is
a question of social justice, but that belief is not necessary in the present context.

5 The question of precisely what is meant by “egalitarianism” and on what grounds this
is a justified normative principle has been the subject of considerable debate, some of it
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Historical possibiliry thesis: Under conditions of a highly productive economy,
it becomes materially possible to organize society in such a way that there is a
sustainable radically egalitarian distribution of the material conditions of life.
Egalitarian normative principles within the Marxist tradition are thought
not simply to reflect some kind of timeless human value, although they
may be that as well, but are also meant to be embodied in a practical
political project. Central to the Marxist theoretical project is thus the
attempt to understand the conditions under which these moral ideals can
feasibly be translated into social practice. Here the basic idea is that rad-
ical egalitarianism becomes increasingly feasible as a practical principle
of social organization as the productive capacity of a society increases
and absolute scarcity is reduced. In the strongest version of this thesis,
the egalitarian ideals are strictly impossible to implement and sustain
until material scarcity is largely overcome; in weaker versions all that is
claimed is that high productivity makes a basic egalitarianism of material
conditions of life more feasible.

Anti-capiralism thesis: Capitalism blocks the possibility of achieving a radi-
cally egalitarian distribution of the material conditions of life. One of the great
achievements of capitalism is to develop human productive capacity to
such an extent that it makes the radical egalitarianism needed for human
flourishing materially feasible, yet capitalism also creates institutions and
power relations that block the actual achievement of egalitarianism. This
sets the stage for the great drama and tragedy of capitalist development:
it is a process which continually enhances the material conditions for an
expanded scope of human flourishing while simultaneously blocking the
creation of the social conditions for realizing this potential. The political
conclusion of classical Marxism is that these obstacles can only be over-
come by destroying capitalism through a revolutionary rupture. More
social democratic currents within the Marxist tradition accept the idea
that capitalism is the enemy of equality, but reject the ruptural vision of
change: capitalism can be transformed from within in ways which grad-
ually move in the direction of a more profoundly egalitarian social order.
The full realization of the radical egalitarian ideal may, of course, be a
utopian fantasy. But even if “classlessness” is unachievable, “less class-
ness” can be a central political objective, and this still requires challenging
capitalism.

Each of these theses is controversial and in need of extended defense,
but here I will treat them as assumptions that define the broadest context

informed by the Marxist tradition. For a general overview of the issues see Swift (2001).
For a penetrating discussion of an egalitarian theory of justice infused with Marxist sen-
sibilities, see Cohen (1995).
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for thinking about the concept of class.® Whatever else the concept of
class is meant to accomplish, within Marxist class analysis it is meant
to facilitate understanding the conditions for the pursuit of this norma-
tive agenda. This means that the concept needs to be linked to a theory
of capitalism, not just inequality, and it needs to be able to play a role
in clarifying the dilemmas and possibilities of egalitarian alternatives to
existing institutions.

Let us now turn to the elaboration of the conceptual components with
which we can build a concept of class suitable for this agenda.

Conceptual components of class analysis

The word “class” is used both as a noun and as an adjective. As a noun,
one might ask the question “What class do you think you are in?” and
the answer might be “The working class.” As an adjective, the word class
modifies a range of concepts: class relations, class structure, class loca-
tions, class formation, class interests, class conflict, class consciousness.
In general, as will become clear from the analysis that follows, I think
the term class is much more productively used as an adjective. Indeed,
I think it is usually the case that when people use the term as a noun,
they are speaking elliptically. An expression such as “the working class,”
for example, is often just a shorthand for a more cumbersome expres-
sion such as “working-class locations within capitalist class relations,” or
perhaps “working-class collective organizations within class conflicts.” In
any case, I will generally use the term as an adjective and only use the
generic term “class” when I am referring to the general conceptual field
within which these more specific terms are located.

In order to lay the foundations of Marxist class analysis, therefore,
we need to figure out exactly what we mean by this adjective. Here the
pivotal concepts are class relations and class structure. Other terms in the

6 The objections to these theses are fairly familiar. Against the Radical Egalitarianism thesis
two sorts of arguments are frequently raised: First, even if it is true that equality promotes
human flourishing, the redistribution of resources needed for material equality is unjust
since it deprives some people of material advantages which they have rightfully acquired;
and second, far from creating conditions for a flourishing of human potential, radical
material equality would generate passivity, laziness, and uniformity. Against the Aistorical
possibility thesis, many people argue that high levels of economic productivity can only
be sustained when people have significant material incentives to invest, both in skills
and capital. Any significant move towards radical material equality, therefore, would be
unsustainable since it would lead to a decline in material abundance itself. Finally, against
the anti-capitalism thesis, critics argue that while it may be true that capitalism blocks radical
moves towards equality of material conditions of life, it does not block human flourishing;
to the contrary, capitalism offers individuals the maximum opportunity to make of their
lives what they wish.
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conceptual menu of class analysis — class conflict, class interests, class
formation, class consciousness — all derive their meanings from their link
to class relations and class structure. This does not mean that for all
problems in class analysis, the purely structural concepts of class are more
central. It can certainly be the case, for example, that in trying to explain
variations over time and place in state policies across capitalist societies,
the variations in class formation and class struggle will turn out to be
more important than the variations in class structure as such. Still, at the
conceptual foundation of class analysis is the problem of understanding
class relations and class structure, and thus it is on this issue that we will
focus here.

In what follows we will examine eight clusters of conceptual issues: 1.
the concept of social relations of production; 2. the idea of class rela-
tions as a specific form of such relations; 3. the meaning of “variations”
of class relations; 4. the problem of complexity in class relations; 5. the
meaning of a “location” within class relations; 6. complexity in specify-
ing class locations; 7. the distinction between micro- and macro-levels
of class analysis; 8. class “agency.” While, taken as a whole, these con-
ceptual problems are particularly relevant to elaborating the concept of
class within the Marxist tradition, many of them will be relevant to other
agendas of class analysis as well.

Social relations of production

Any system of production requires the deployment of a range of assets or
resources or factors of production: tools, machines, land, raw materials,
labor power, skills, information, and so forth. This deployment can be
described in technical terms as a production function — so many inputs of
different kinds are combined in a specific process to produce an output
of a specific kind. This is the characteristic way that economists think of
systems of production. The deployment can also be described in social
relational terms: the people that participate in production have different
kinds of rights and powers over the use of the inputs and over the results
of their use.” The actual ways in which inputs are combined and used

7 By “powers” over productive resources I mean effective control over the use and disposition of
the resources in question. The term “rights” provides the additional idea that these powers
are viewed as legitimate and enforced by the state. The expression “property rights” thus
means “effective powers over the use of property enforced by the state.” In most contexts
in a stable system of production relations there is a close connection between rights and
powers, but it is possible that people have effective, durable control over resources without
that control being recognized in formal legal terms as a property right. In any case, for
most of the analysis proposed here it will not be necessary to emphasize the distinction
between rights and powers, and thus I will generally use the terms together as a couplet.
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in production depends as much on the way these rights and powers are
wielded as it does on the strictly technical features of a production func-
tion. The sum total of these rights and powers constitutes the “social
relations of production.”

It is important to keep in mind that these rights and powers over
resources are attributes of social relations, not descriptions of the relation-
ship of people to things as such: to have rights and powers with respect to
land, for example, defines one’s social relationship to other people with
respect to the use of the land and the appropriation of the fruits of using
the land productively. This means that the power relations involved in
the social relations of production concern the ways in which the activities
of people are regulated and controlled, not simply the distribution of a
range of valuable things.

Class relations as a form of relations of production

When the rights and powers of people over productive resources are
unequally distributed — when some people have greater rights/powers
with respect to specific kinds of productive resources than do others —
these relations can be described as class relations. The fundamental con-
trast in capitalist societies, for example, is between owners of means of
production and owners of labor power, since “owning” is a description
of rights and powers with respect to a resource deployed in production.
The rights and powers in question are not defined with respect to
the ownership or control of things in general, but only of resources or
assets sofar as they are deployed in production. A capitalist is not someone
who simply owns machines, but someone who owns machines, deploys
those machines in a production process, hires owners of labor power to
use them, directs the process by which the machines are used to produce
things, and appropriates the profits from the use of those machines. A
collector of machines is not, by virtue of owning those machines, a cap-
italist. To count as a class relation it is therefore not sufficient that there
be unequal rights and powers over the sheer possession of a resource.
There must also be unequal rights and powers over the appropriation of
the results of the use of that resource. In general this implies appropriating
income generated by the deployment of the resource in question.

Variations in class relations

In some ways of using the term “class,” it makes little sense to talk about
qualitatively different kinds of class relations. Classes are simply identified
with some universal, generic categories like “the haves” and “the have
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nots.” There can still be quantitative variation of course — the gap between
the rich and poor can vary as can the distribution of the population into
these categories. But there is no theoretical space for gualitative variation
in the nature of class relations.

One of the central ideas in the Marxist tradition is that there are many
kinds of class relations, and pinpointing the basis of this variation is of
central importance. The basic idea is that different kinds of class rela-
tions are defined by the kinds of rights and powers that are embodied in
the relations of production. Consider, for example, three kinds of class
relations that are often distinguished in the Marxist tradition: slavery, feu-
dalism, and capiralism. In slave class relations, to say that a slave owner
“owns” the slave is to specify a range of rights and powers that the slave
owner has over one particular resource used in production — people. In
the extreme case, the slave owner has virtually absolute property rights in
the slave. In capitalism, in contrast, ownership of other people is prohib-
ited. People are allowed to privately own land and capital, but they are
prohibited from owning other people. This is one of the great accomplish-
ments of capitalism: it has achieved a radically egalitarian distribution of
this particular asset — everyone owns one unit of labor power, themselves.

In these terms, what is commonly called “feudalism” can be viewed as
a society within which feudal lords and serfs have joint ownership rights
in the labor of the serf. The conventional description of feudalism is a
society within which the peasants (serfs) are forced to work part of each
week on the land owned by the lord and are free to work the rest of
the week on land to which they have some kind of customary title. This
obligation to work part of the week on the lord’s land means, in effect, that
the lord has property rights in the serf which take the form of the right to
use the labor of the serf a certain proportion of the time. This ownership
is less absolute than that of the slave owner — thus the expression “joint
ownership” of the serf by the lord and serf. When a serf flees the land for
the town attempting to escape these obligations, the lord has the right to
forcibly go after the serf and bring him or her back. In effect, by fleeing
the land the serf has stolen something that belongs to the lord: the rights
to part of the labor of the serf.® Just as a factory owner in capitalism
would have the right to have the police retrieve machines stolen from the
factory by workers, the feudal lord has the right to use coercive powers
to retrieve labor stolen from the manor by the serf.

8 The common expression for describing the right of lords to coercively bring peasants back
to the land is that the peasant is “tied to the land” by feudal obligations. Since the pivot
of this tying to the land is the rights the lord has in the labor of the peasant (or at least the
fruits of labor when this takes the form of rents), the content of the class relation really
centers on rights and powers over the ownership of labor power.
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The problem of complexity in concrete class relations

Much of the rhetoric of class analysis, especially in the Marxist tradition,
characterizes class relations in fairly stark, simplified, polarized terms.
Class struggles are portrayed as battles between the bourgeoisie and the
proletariat, between lords and serfs, between slave masters and slaves.
This simplified image does capture, at an abstract level, something fun-
damental about the nature of class relations: they do indeed, as we shall
see, generate antagonisms of interests that underlie overt conflicts. But
this polarized image is also misleading, for in concrete societies located
in time and space class relations are never this simple. One of the tasks
of class analysis is to give precision to complexity and explore its ramifi-
cations.

Two kinds of complexity are especially important. First, in most soci-
eties a variety of different kinds of class relations coexist and are linked
together in various ways.’ In the American South before the Civil War, for
example, slave class relations and capitalist class relations coexisted. The
specific dynamics and contradictions of that society came from the way
these distinct principles of class relations were combined. Certain kinds
of sharecropping in the United States in the early twentieth century con-
tained striking elements of feudalism, again combined in complex ways
with capitalist relations. If we are willing to describe state-bureaucratic
ownership of the means of production as constituting a distinctive kind
of class relation, then many advanced capitalist societies today combine
capitalism with such statist class relations. To fully understand the class
relations of actual societies, then, requires identifying the ways in which
different forms of class relations are combined.

Second, as we have already seen in our brief discussion of feudalism,
the rights and powers people can have with respect to a given resource
are actually complex bundles of rights and powers, rather than simple,
one-dimensional property rights. It is common when people think about
variations in the rights and powers over various factors of production to
treat these rights and powers as having a simple, binary structure: you
either own something or you do not. In the ordinary everyday use of the
term, “ownership” seems to have this absolute character: if I own a book
I can do anything I want with it, including burning it, using it to prop

9 A technical term that is often used to describe a situation in which distinct forms of class
relations coexist in different units of production is “articulation of modes of production.”
Typically in such situations the articulation takes the form of exchange relations between
the distinct forms of class relations. In the American South before the Civil War, slavery
existed on plantations and capitalism in factories. The plantation provided cotton to
factories, and the factories provided agricultural machinery to the plantation.
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open a door, giving it away, selling it, and so on. In fact, even ownership
of ordinary things is generally much more complex than this. Some of the
rights and powers are held by the “owner” and some are held by other
people or collective agencies. Consider, for example, the machines in a
capitalist factory. In conventional language, these are “owned” by the
capitalists who own the business in the sense that they purchased them,
can sell them, can use them to generate profits, and so on. But this does
not mean that the capitalists have absolute, complete rights and pow-
ers over the use of those machines. They can only set them in motion,
for example, if the machines satisfy certain safety and pollution regu-
lations imposed by the state. If the factory exists in a highly unionized
social setting, the capitalist may only be able to hire union members to
use the machine. In effect, both state regulations of the machines and
union restrictions in the labor market mean that some dimensions of
the property rights in the machines have been transferred from the
capitalist to a collective agency. This means that absolute capitalist
property rights in the means of production have been at least partially
“socialized.”!?

These kinds of complexity are pervasive in contemporary capitalism:
government restrictions on workplace practices, union representation on
boards of directors, co-determination schemes, employee stock-options,
delegations of power to managerial hierarchies, etc. all constitute various
ways in which the property rights and powers embodied in the idea of
“owning the means of production” are decomposed and redistributed.
Such redistribution of rights and powers constitutes a form of variation in
class relations. Such systems of redistributed rights and powers move class
relations considerably away from the simple, abstract form of perfectly
polarized relations. This does not mean that the class relations cease to
be capiralist — the basic power over the allocation of capital and command
of profits remains, in spite of these modifications, under private control
of capitalists — but it does mean that capitalist class structures can vary
considerably depending on the particular ways these rights and powers
are broken down, distributed, and recombined.

One of the objectives of class analysis is to understand the consequences
of these forms of variation of class relations. Such complexity, however,

10 This can also be described as a situation in which capitalist class relations and socialist
class relations interpenetrate. If articulation of different class relations refers to a situation
in which distinct class relations exist in distinct units of production and then interact
through external relations, inzerpenetration of different class relations is a situation in
which within a single unit of production the distribution of rights and powers over assets
combines aspects of two distinct types of class relations.
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is still complexity in the form of class relations, not some other sort of
social relation, since the social relations in question are still constituted
by the unequal rights and powers of people over economically relevant
assets.

Class locations

Much of the sociological debate about class becomes in practice a debate
about the optimal inventory of class locations — or some equivalent expres-
sion like “class categories” — rather than class relarions as such. To a
significant extent, this is because much empirical research, particularly
quantitative research, revolves around data that are tagged onto individu-
als and it thus becomes important to be able to locate the individual within
the social structure. In the case of class analysis, this implies assigning
them a location within class relations. As a practical matter, any such
exercise requires that one decide which criteria are going to be deployed
to differentiate among class locations and “how many” class categories
are to be generated using those criteria.

There is nothing wrong in using the concept of class in research in
this way. But, at least within the Marxist tradition, it is important not to
lose sight of the fact that “class locations” designate the social positions
occupied by individuals within a particular kind of social relation, class
relations, not simply an atomized attribute of the person. The premise
behind the idea of social relations is that when people go about their lives
in the world, when they make choices and act in various ways, their actions
are systematically structured by their relations to other people who are
also making choices and acting.!! “Social relation” is a way of talking
about the inherently structured interactive quality of human action. In
the specific case of class relations, the claim is that the rights and powers
people have over productive resources are important for the structured
interactive quality of human action. To talk about a “location” within a
class relation, then, is to situate individuals within such structured pat-
terns of interaction.

11 To say that people make choices and act in structured relations with other choosing/acting
individuals leaves open the best way to theorize choosing and acting. There is no impli-
cation, for example, that choices are made on the basis of some process of rational
maximization, or even that all actions are consciously chosen. There is also no implica-
tion, as methodological individualists would like to argue, that the explanation of social
processes can be reduced to the attributes of the individuals choosing and acting. The
relations themselves can be explanatory. The concept of social relation being used here,
therefore, does not imply rational choice theory or reductionist versions of methodolog-
ical individualism.
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Complexity in class locations

At first glance it might seem that the problem of specifying class locations
is pretty straightforward. First you define the concept of class relations
and then you derive the inventory of class locations from these relations.
In capitalism the central class relation is the capital/labor relation and this
determines two class locations, capitalists and workers.

As in our discussion of the problem of complexity in class relations
themselves, for some problems it might be sufficient to distinguish only
two class locations in capitalist societies. But for many of the questions
one might want to ask for which the problem of class locations figures in
the answer, such a single, binary model of class locations seems woefully
inadequate. If we want to understand the formation of people’s subjec-
tive experience within work, or the dilemmas faced by union organizers
on the shop floor, or the tendencies for people to form different kinds
of coalitions within political conflicts, or the prospects for living a com-
fortable material existence, then knowing that they are a capitalist or a
worker within a polarized model of class relations is unlikely to tell us
everything we want to know.

Given this explanatory inadequacy of the two-location model, we face
two basic kinds of choices. One option is to retain the simple two-location
model (often called the “two-class model”), and then add additional com-
plexities to the analysis that are not treated as complexities in class loca-
tions as such. Thus, for example, to understand the formation of the
subjective experience of people within work we can introduce a set of
concrete variations in working conditions — degrees of autonomy, close-
ness of supervision, levels of responsibility, cognitive complexity of tasks,
physical demands of work, promotion prospects, and so on — which are
relevant to understanding work experience. These would then be treated
as sources of variation in experience among people occupying working-
class locations within class relations, where working-class locations are
defined in the simple binary terms of the two-location model. Alterna-
tively, we can note that some of these variations in “working conditions™
are actually variations in the concrete ways in which people are located
within class relations. The degree of authority an employee has over other
employees, for example, can be viewed as reflecting a specific form of dis-
tribution of the rights and powers over the process of production.

In my work in class analysis I have opted for the second of these strate-
gies, trying to incorporate a considerable amount of complexity directly
into the account of class locations. I do this (hopefully) not in the stub-
born belief that we want to engineer our class concepts in such a way that
class locations as such explain as much as possible, but because I believe
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that many of these complexities are in fact complexities in the concrete
ways in which rights and powers over economic resources and activities
are distributed across locations within relations.

The trick is to introduce complexity into the analysis of class locations
in a systematic and rigorous manner rather than seeing complexity as
haphazard and chaotic. This means trying to figure out the principles
through which complexity is generated and then specifying the implica-
tions of these principles for the problem of locating people within class
relations. Five sources of such complexity seem especially important for
class analysis:

1. Complexity of locations derived from complexity within the relations
themselves: unbundling the rights and powers of class relations

2. Complexity in the allocation of individual persons to locations: occu-
pying multiple class locations at the same time

3. Complexity in the temporal aspects of locations: careers vs slots

4. Strata within relations

5. Families and class relations

Unbundling of rights and powers. If the rights and powers associated with
class relations are really complex bundles of decomposable rights and
powers, then they can potentially be partially unbundled and reorga-
nized in complex ways. This can generate class locations which I have
referred to as “contradictory locations within class relations.”'? Managers
within corporations, for example, can be viewed as exercising some of the
powers of capital — hiring and firing workers, making decisions about new
technologies and changes in the labor process, etc. — and in this respect
occupy the capitalist location within the class relations of capitalism. On
the other hand, in general they cannot sell a factory and convert the value
of its assets into personal consumption, and they can be fired from their
jobs if the owners are unhappy. In these respects they occupy the working-
class location within class relations. The assumption behind this analytical
strategy for understanding the class character of managers, then, is that
the specific pattern of rights and powers over productive resources that
are combined in a given location defines a set of real and significant causal
processes.

Another candidate for a kind of “contradictory class location” is rooted
in the ways in which certain kinds of skills and credentials confer upon
their holders effective rights and powers over many aspects of their work. >
This is particularly true for employed professionals whose control over

12 For a discussion of the development of this concept, see Wright (1985, Ch. 2) and Wright
etal. (1989, Ch. 1).

13 Control over the conditions of employment constitutes a redistribution of the rights and
powers of capital-labor relations insofar as employers no longer have the capacity to
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their conditions of work constitutes a distinct form of employment rela-
tion with their employers, but aspects of these empowered employment
relations also characterize many highly skilled nonprofessional jobs.'*

Allocating people to class locations. Individuals can hold two jobs which
are differently located within social relations of production: a person can
be a manager or a worker in a firm and self-employed in a second job.
Such a person in effect is simultaneously in two class locations. A factory
worker who moonlights as a self-employed carpenter is located within
class relations in a more complex way than one who does not. Further-
more, some people within working-class locations within a capitalist firm
may also own stocks (either in the firm in which they work or in other
firms), and thus occupy, if only to a limited extent, a capitalist location
as well. Workers in a firm with a real Employee Stock Ownership Plan
(ESOP) do not thereby cease to be “in” working-class locations within
the class relations of capitalism, but they are no longer merely in those
locations: they are simultaneously in two class locations.

Temporaliry of locations. Some jobs are part of career trajectories —
sequences of orderly job changes over time — in which there is a rea-
sonable probability that the class character of these jobs will change over
time. In some work organizations, for example, most managers begin
work in nonmanagerial positions with the full expectation of moving into
management after a kind of shop-floor apprenticeship and subsequently
of moving up managerial hierarchies. Even though they may for a time be
working alongside ordinary workers, their “jobs™ are, from the start, con-
nected to managerial careers. Why should this matter for understanding
the class character of such jobs? It matters because both the interests and
experiences of people in such jobs are significantly affected by the likely
future tied to their job. This means that the location within class relations
of people within such careers has what might be termed temporal com-
plexity. Furthermore, since the future is always somewhat uncertain, the
temporal dimension of class locations also means that a person’s location

effectively direct the laboring activity of such employees and are forced to offer them
fairly secure long-term contracts with what John Goldthorpe has called “prospective
rewards.” In the extreme case, as Philippe Van Parijs has argued in Wright ez al. (1989,
Ch. 6), this comes close to giving employees something like property rights in their jobs.
John Goldthorpe describes this kind of employment relation as a service relation to dis-
tinguish it from the ordinary wage labor relation characteristic of people in working-class
locations.

I have formulated the quality of the contradictory class location of these kinds of positions
in different ways at different times. In my early work (Wright 1978) I called them “semi-
autonomous employees,” emphasizing the control over the conditions of work. In later
writing (Wright 1985, 1997) I referred to them as “experts,” emphasizing their control
over knowledge and credentials and the way in which this affected their relationship to
the problem of exploitation.

1

'S
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within class relations can have a certain degree of temporal indeterminacy
or uncertainty.

Stratra and class locations. If class locations are defined by the rights and
powers people have with respect to productive resources and economic
activities, then another source of complexity within class locations centers
on the amount of resources and scope of activities subjected to these rights
and powers. There are capitalists who own and control vast quantities of
capital employing thousands of workers all over the world, and capitalists
who employ a small number of people in a single location. Both are
“capitalists” in relational terms, but vary tremendously in the amount of
power that they wield. Among people in working-class locations, workers
vary in their skills and in their associated “market capacity,” their ability
to command wages in the labor market. If their skills are sufficiently
scarce, they may even be able to command a significant “rent” component
within their wages. Both skilled and unskilled workers occupy working-
class locations insofar as they do not own or control means of production
and must sell their labor power in order to obtain their livelihood, but they
vary the amount of one specific resource, skill. These kinds of quantitative
variations among people who occupy a similar relational location can be
referred to as strata within class locations.

Famulies and class locations. People are linked to class relations not simply
through their own direct involvement in the control and use of productive
resources, but through various other kinds of social relations, especially
those of family and kinship. The reason we care about a person’s class
“location” is because we believe that through a variety of mechanisms
their experiences, interests, and choices will be shaped by how their lives
intersect class relations. If you are married to a capitalist, regardless of
what you yourself do, your interests and choices will be partially condi-
tioned by this fact. And this fact is a fact about your “location.” This
particular dimension of the problem of class locations can be called
“mediated locations within class relations.”!” Mediated locations are
especially important for understanding the class locations of children,
of retired people, of housewives, and of people in two-earner households.
Mediated locations add particularly interesting complexities to class anal-
ysis in cases in which a person’s direct class location — the way in which
they are inserted into class relations through their own jobs — and their
mediated class locations are different. This is the case, for example, of
a female typist in an office married to a corporate manager. As the pro-
portion of married women in paid employment and the length of time
they spend in the labor force increases, the existence of such “cross-class

15 See Wright (1997, Ch. 10).
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households,” as they are sometimes called, becomes a more salient form
of complexity in class locations.'°

These kinds of complexities in specifying class locations make certain
common ways of talking about class problematic. People often ask the
question “how many classes are there?” My own work on class structure,
for example, has been described as offering a “twelve-class model” since
in some of my research I have constructed a twelve-category class vari-
able in order to study such things as class consciousness or class mobility.
Within the framework I am proposing here, this kind of question is, I
think, misconstrued. A class “location” is not “a class”; it is a location-
within-relations. The number of such locations within an analysis of class
structure, then, depends upon how fine-grained an account is needed for
the purposes at hand.!” For some research questions, a relatively fine-
grained differentiation of locations within class relations is desirable, since
the precise ways in which persons are connected to rights-and-powers-
over-resources may be of explanatory importance. In my research on the
relationship between class location and class consciousness, for exam-
ple, I felt that a fairly refined set of categories would be relevant.'® For
other problems, a more coarse-grained description of locations-within-
relations may provide more insight. In my work on the problem of class
compromise I felt a much simpler two-location class model consisting
only of workers and capitalists was appropriate. '’

Macro- and micro-class analysis

Class analysis is concerned with both macro- and micro-levels of analy-
sis. The basic concept for macro-class analysis is class structure. The sum
total of the class relations in a given unit of analysis can be called the
“class structure” of that unit of analysis. One can thus speak of the class
structure of a firm, of a city, of a country, perhaps of the world. Tra-
ditionally, the nation-state has been the favored unit of analysis for the
specification of class structure. This has been justified, in part, because
of the importance of the state as the institution for enforcing the pivotal
rights and powers over assets that constitute the stuff of class relations.

16 Tn the 1980s, roughly a third of dual-earner families in the United States would be class-
ified as cross-class households, which meant around 12 percent of the adult population
lived in such households. See Wright (1997, pp. 226-7).

17 My views on the problem of the “number” of class locations are very similar to those of
Erickson and Goldthorpe, who write that “the only sensible answer [to the question ‘How
many classes are there?’] is, we would believe, ‘as many as it proves empirically useful to
distinguish for the analytical purposes at hand.’” Erikson and Goldthorpe (1993, p. 46).

18 See Wright (1997, Ch. 14).

19 See Wright (2000, pp. 957-1002).
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Nevertheless, depending upon the problem under investigation, other
units of analysis may be appropriate.

The macro-level of class analysis centers on the effects of class struc-
tures on the unit of analysis in which they are defined. The analysis of
how the international mobility of capital constrains the policy options of
states, for example, constitutes a macro-level investigation of the effects
of a particular kind of class structure on states. The analysis of how the
concentration or dispersion of ownership of capital in a particular sec-
tor affects the conditions for union organizing would be a macro-level
investigation of class formation.

The micro-level of class analysis attempts to understand the ways in
which class impacts on individuals. At its core is the analysis of the effects
of class locations on various aspects of individual lives. Analyses of labor
market strategies of unskilled workers, or the effects of technological
change on class consciousness, or political contributions of corporate
executives would be examples of micro-level class analysis.

Micro- and macro-levels of class analysis are linked in complex ways.
On the one hand, class structures are not disembodied wholes gener-
ating macro-level effects independently of the actions and choices of
individuals: macro-processes have micro-foundations. On the other hand,
the micro-processes through which a person’s location in class relations
shapes their opportunities, consciousness and actions occur in macro-
contexts which deeply affect the ways in which these micro-processes
operate: micro-processes are mediated by macro-contexts. Class analy-
sis, like all sociological analysis, seeks to understand both the micro- and
macro-levels and their interactions.

Class “agency”

The issues we have so far addressed have been almost entirely structural in
character. That is, we have examined the nature of the social relations in
which people live and act and how these can be understood in class terms,
but we have not said much about action itself. Marxist class analysis is
ultimately about the conditions and process of social change, and thus
we need a set of categories in terms of which the actions of people that
reproduce and transform these social relations can be understood. Five
concepts are particularly relevant for this purpose: class interests, class
consciousness, class practices, class formations and class struggle.
® Class wmterests: These are the material interests of people derived
from their location-within-class-relations. “Material interests” include
a range of issues — standards of living, working conditions, level of toil,
leisure, material security, and other things. To describe the interests
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people have with respect to these things as “class” interests is to say that
the opportunities and trade-offs people face in pursuing these interests
are structured by their class locations. An account of these interests
provides the crucial theoretical bridge between the description of class
relations and the actions of individuals within those relations.

e Class consciousness: The subjective awareness people have of their class
interests and the conditions for advancing them.

e Class practices: The activities engaged in by individuals, both as separate
persons and as members of collectivities, in pursuit of class interests.
¢ Class formations: The collectivities people form in order to facilitate the
pursuit of class interests. These range from highly self-conscious orga-
nizations for the advance of interests such as unions, political parties,
and employers associations, to much looser forms of collectivity such

as social networks and communities.

* Class struggle: Conflicts between the practices of individuals and collec-
tivities in pursuit of opposing class interests. These conflicts range from
the strategies of individual workers within the labor process to reduce
their level of toil, to conflicts between highly organized collectivities of
workers and capitalists over the distribution of rights and powers within
production.

The explanatory claims: the fundamental metathesis
of class analysis

The fundamental metathesis of class analysis is that class (i.e. class rela-
tions, class locations, and class structure), understood in the above way,
has systematic and significant consequences both for the lives of individ-
uals and for the dynamics of institutions. One might say “class counts”
as a slogan. At the micro-level, whether or not one sells one’s labor power
on a labor market, whether or not one has the power to tell other people
what to do in the labor process, whether or not one owns large amounts of
capital, whether or not one possesses a legally certified valuable creden-
tial, etc. have real consequences in the lives of people. At the macro-level
it is consequential for the functioning of a variety of institutions whether
or not the rights over the allocation and use of means of production are
highly concentrated in the hands of a few people, whether or not certain
of these rights have been appropriated by public authority or remain
privately controlled, whether or not there are significant barriers to the
acquisition of different kinds of assets by people who lack them, and so
on. To say that “class counts,” then, is to claim that the distribution of
rights and powers over the basic productive resources of a society have
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significant, systematic consequences at both the micro- and macro-levels
of social analysis.

At the core of these kinds of claims is a relatively simple pair of more
specific propositions about the effects of class relations at the micro-level
of individual lives:

Proposition 1. What you have determines what you ger.
Proposition 2. What you have determines what you kave to do to get
what you get.

The first of these concerns, above all, the distribution of 7nzcome. The class
analysis claim is, therefore, that the rights and powers people have over
productive assets are a systematic and significant determinant of their
standards of living: what you have determines what you get. The second of
these causal processes concerns, above all, the distribution of economic
activities. Again, the class analysis thesis is that the rights and powers
over productive assets are a systematic and significant determinant of
the strategies and practices people engage in to acquire their income:
whether they have to pound the pavement looking for a job; whether they
make decisions about the allocation of investments around the world;
whether they have to worry about making payments on bank loans to
keep a farm afloat. What you have determines what you have to do to get
what you get. Other kinds of consequences that are linked to class — voting
patterns, attitudes, friendship formation, health, etc. — are second-order
effects of these two primary processes. When class analysts argue, for
example, that class locations help explain voting, this is usually because
they believe that class locations shape the opportunities for standards of
living of people and these opportunities affect political preferences, or
because they believe class location affects the lived experience of people
within work (i.e. the experiences generated by the activities of work) and
these in turn affect preferences.

These are not trivial claims. It could be the case, for example, that
the distribution of the rights and powers of individuals over productive
resources has relatively little to do with their income or economic activi-
ties. Suppose that the welfare state provided a universal basic income to
everyone sufficient to sustain a decent standard of living. In such a society
what people get would be significantly, although not entirely, decoupled
from what they own. Similarly, if the world became like a continual lottery
in which there was virtually no stability either within or across genera-
tions to the distribution of assets, then even if it were still the case that
relations to such assets szatically mattered for income, it might make sense
to say that class didn’t matter very much. Or, suppose that the central
determinant of what you have to do to get what you get was race or
sex or religion and that ownership of economically relevant assets was of
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marginal significance in explaining anyone’s economic activities or condi-
tions. Again, in such a society, class might not be very explanatory (unless,
of course, the main way in which gender or race affected these outcomes
was by allocating people to class positions on the basis of their race and
gender). The sheer fact of inequalities of income or of domination and
subordination within work is not proof that class counts; what has to be
shown is that the rights and powers of people over productive assets has
a systematic bearing on these phenomena.

Marxist class analysis®’

As formulated above, there is nothing uniquely Marxist about the
explanatory claims of class analysis. “What people get” and “what peo-
ple have to do to get what they get” sound very much like “life chances.”

Weberian class analysts would say very much the same thing. It is for

this reason that there is a close affinity between Marxist and Weberian

concepts of class (although less affinity in the broader theoretical frame-
works within which these concepts figure or in the explanatory reach class
is thought to have).

What makes class analysis distinctively Marxist is the account of specific
mechanisms that are seen as generating these two kinds of consequences.
Here the pivotal concept is exploitation. This is the conceptual element
that anchors the Marxist concept of class in the distinctive Marxist agenda
of class analysis.

Exploitation is a complex and challenging concept. It is meant to des-
ignate a particular form of interdependence of the material interests of
people, namely a situation that satisfies three criteria:

(1) The inverse interdependent welfare principle: The material welfare of
exploiters causally depends upon the material deprivations of the
exploited. This means that the interests of actors within such relations
are not merely different, they are antagonistic: the realization of the
interests of exploiters imposes harms on the exploited.

(2) The exclusion principle: This inverse interdependence of the welfare of
exploiters and exploited depends upon the exclusion of the exploited
from access to certain productive resources.

(3) The appropriation principle: Exclusion generates material advantage to
exploiters because it enables them to appropriate the labor effort of
the exploited.

Exploitation is thus a diagnosis of the process through which the inequal-

ities in incomes are generated by inequalities in rights and powers over

productive resources: the inequalities occur, in part at least, through the

20 Parts of this section are drawn from Wright (1997, pp. 9-19).
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ways in which exploiters, by virtue of their exclusionary rights and powers
over resources, are able to appropriate surplus generated by the effort of
the exploited.

If the first two of these principles are present, but not the third, what
might be termed nonexploitative economic oppression may exist, but not
exploitation. In nonexploitative economic oppression, it is still true that
the welfare of the advantaged group is at the expense of the disadvantaged,
and this inverse relationship is itself based on the ownership and control
over economic resources. But in nonexploitative oppression there is no
appropriation of labor effort, no transfer of the fruits of labor from one
group to another.

The crucial implication of this difference between these two types of
inequality is that in nonexploitative economic oppression the privileged
social category does not itself need the excluded category. While their
welfare does depend upon the exclusion principle, there is no ongo-
ing interdependence of their activities. In the case of exploitation, the
exploiters actively need the exploited: exploiters depend upon the effort
of the exploited for their own welfare. Consider, for example, the con-
trast between the treatment of indigenous people by European settlers
in North America and in Southern Africa. In both places the material
welfare of the white settlers was secured through a process of exclusion
of the indigenous people from access to the land. The welfare of the
settlers was therefore causally linked to the deprivations of the indige-
nous people, and this causal link centered on control of resources. The
two cases differ sharply, however, on the third criterion. In South Africa
white settlers depended significantly on the labor effort of indigenous
people, first as tenant farmers and farm laborers and later as minework-
ers. In North America the European settlers did not rely on the labor of
Native Americans. This meant that in North America when resistance by
Native Americans to their dispossession from the land was encountered
by white settlers, a strategy of genocide could be pursued. There is an
abhorrent American folk expression, popular in the nineteenth century,
which reflects this reality of the nonexploitative economic oppression of
Native Americans: “the only good Indian is a dead Indian.” It is no acci-
dent that there is no expression of the form “the only good worker is
a dead worker.” One might say “the only good worker is an obedient
worker or a conscientious worker,” but not “a dead worker.” Exploita-
tion, in a sense, imposes constraints on the exploiter, and this is captured
in the contrast between the fate of indigenous people in North America
and Southern Africa.?!

21 One of the pivotal differences between the conception of exploitation offered here and
that in Aage Serensen’s strategy of class analysis (Chapter 5 in this volume) centers on the
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This deep interdependence makes exploitation a particularly explo-
sive form of social relation for two reasons: First, exploitation constitutes
a social relation which simultaneously pits the interests of one group
against another and which requires their ongoing interactions; and sec-
ond, it confers upon the disadvantaged group a real form of power with
which to challenge the interests of exploiters. This is an important point.
Exploitation depends upon the appropriation of labor effort. Because
human beings are conscious agents, not robots, they always retain signif-
icant levels of real control over their expenditure of effort. The extraction
of effort within exploitative relations is thus always to a greater or lesser
extent problematic and precarious, requiring active institutional devices
for its reproduction. Such devices can become quite costly to exploiters in
the form of the costs of supervision, surveillance, sanctions, etc. The abil-
ity to impose such costs constitutes a form of power among the exploited.

Exploitation, as defined here, is intimately linked to the problem of
dominarion, that is, the social relations within which one person’s activ-
ities are directed and controlled by another. Domination occurs, first,
in the exclusion principle: “owning” a resource gives one power to pre-
vent other people from using it. The power exercised by employers to
hire and fire workers is the clearest example of this form of domina-
tion. But domination also occurs, in most instances, in conjunction with
the appropriation principle, since the appropriation of the labor effort of
the exploited usually requires direct forms of subordination, especially
within the labor process, in the form of bossing, surveillance, threats,
etc. Together exploitation coupled with domination defines the central
features of the structured interactions within class relations.

In Weberian class analysis, just as much as in Marxist class analysis,
the rights and powers individuals have over productive assets define the
material basis of class relations. But for Weberian-inspired class analysis,
these rights and powers are consequential primarily because of the ways
they shape /life chances, most notably life chances within market exchanges,
rather than the ways they structure patterns of exploitation and domina-
tion. Control over resources affects bargaining capacity within processes

distinction between nonexploitative oppression and exploitative oppression. Serensen
rejects this distinction arguing with respect to my analysis of European settlers in North
America that “the European settlers clearly created antagonistic interests that brought
about conflict, so it is not clear what is added by the requirement of transfer of the
fruits of labor.” The appropriation principle would not matter if all we are concerned
with is the sheer presence or absence of “antagonistic interests,” for in both exploitative
and nonexploitative oppression there is surely deep antagonism. But the dynamic of
antagonism is quite different in the two contexts: exploiters depend upon and need the
exploited in a way that is not true for nonexploitative oppressors. Serensen’s treatment of
exploitation does not distinguish between a situation in which an exclusion from access
to resources simply imposes a harm on the excluded and a situation in which the welfare
of the advantaged category also depends upon ongoing interactions with the excluded.
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Figure 1.1 Three models of class analysis

of exchange and this in turn affects the results of such exchanges, espe-
cially income. Exploitation and domination are not centerpieces of this
argument.

This suggests the contrast between Marxist and Weberian frameworks
of class analysis illustrated in figurel.l. Both Marxist and Weberian
class analysis differ sharply from simple gradational accounts of class in
which class is itself directly identified within inequalities in income, since
both begin with the problem of the social relations that determine the
access of people to economic resources. In a sense, therefore, Marxist
and Weberian definitions of class relations in capitalist society share the
same basic operational criteria. Where they differ is in the theoretical
elaboration and specification of the implications of this common set of
criteria: the Marxist model sees two causal paths being systematically
generated by these relations — one operating through market exchanges
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and the other through the process of production itself — whereas the
Weberian model traces only one causal path; and the Marxist model
elaborates the mechanisms of these causal path; in terms of exploitation
and domination as well as bargaining capacity within exchange, whereas
the Weberian model only deals with the bargaining within exchange. In
a sense, then, the Weberian strategy of class analysis is nested within the
Marxist model.

This nesting of the Weberian concept of class within the Marxist means
that for certain kinds of questions there will be little practical difference
between Marxist and Weberian analyses. This is especially the case for
micro-questions about the impact of class on the lives of individuals.
Thus, for example, if one wants to explain how class location affects stan-
dards of living of people, there is no particular reason for the concept of
class location used in the analysis to differ within a Marxist or a Weberian
approach. Both treat the social relationship to income-generating
assets, especially capital and skills, as central to the definition of class
locations.??

Of course, any Weberian can include an analysis of class-based dom-
ination and exploitation within any specific sociological inquiry. One of
the attractions of the Weberian analytical framework is that it is entirely
permissive about the inclusion of additional causal processes. Such an
inclusion, however, represents the importation of Marxist themes into
the Weberian model; the model itself does not imply any particular
importance to these issues. Frank Parkin once made a well-known quip
in a book about class theory that “Inside every neo-Marxist is a Weberian
struggling to get out.” The argument presented here suggests a comple-
mentary proposition, that “Inside every leftist neo-Weberian is a Marxist
struggling to stay hidden.”

22 Of course, the operational criteria adopted may differ between any two scholars faced
with the inevitable difficulties of making pragmatic choices. For example, in both John
Goldthorpe’s approach to class analysis and my own, large capitalists, corporate exec-
utives, and “high-grade” professionals occupy distinct kinds of locations within class
relations because they differ in the kinds of resources they control and the nature of the
employment relations in which they are located. But we differ in our operational choices
about how to treat these categories in our empirical work: whereas I keep these three cat-
egories separate as distinct kinds of class locations, Goldthorpe merges them into a more
heterogeneous class I for largely pragmatic reasons. This is not fundamentally because
my work is rooted in the Marxist tradition and his has a closer link to the Weberian tra-
dition, since both traditions regard professors and capitalists as occupying different class
locations. It is because of a pragmatic judgment about where it is important to maintain
close operational congruence with abstract categories and where it is not. For the ques-
tions Goldthorpe wishes to address he feels that since there are so few proper capitalists
in his samples anyway, nothing much is lost by merging them with professionals into a
single class category.
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The pay-off: what are the advantages of the Marxist
strategy of class analysis?

Exploitation and domination are both normatively loaded terms. To
describe class relations this way is to affirm the egalitarian critique of
those relations. For someone committed to the radical egalitarian vision
of the Marxist tradition, this is an attraction, but of course not everyone
who is interested in the study of class in capitalist society accepts the rad-
ical egalitarianism of the Marxist normative agenda. What if one believes
that emancipatory transformations of capitalism, however morally attrac-
tive, are utopian fantasies? Or even more critically, what if one believes
that capitalism isn’t especially oppressive? If one rejects the relevance of
the Marxist normative agenda, does this necessarily imply a complete
rejection of the Marxist conceptualization of class as well? I think not.
There are a number of reasons that elaborating the concept of class in
terms of exploitation and domination has theoretical pay-offs beyond the
specific normative agenda of Marxist class analysis itself:

1. Linking exchange and production. The Marxist logic of class analysis
affirms the intimate link between the way in which social relations
are organized within exchange and within production. This is a sub-
stantive, not definitional, point: the social relations which organize the
rights and powers of individuals with respect to productive resources
systematically shape their location both within exchange relations and
within the process of production itself. This does not mean, of course,
that there is no independent variation of exchange and production,
but it does imply that this variation is structured by class relations.

2. Conflict. One of the standard claims about Marxist class analysis that it
foregrounds conflict within class relations. Indeed, a conventional way
of describing Marxism in sociological textbooks is to see it as a variety
of “conflict theory.” This characterization, however, is not quite pre-
cise enough, for conflict is certainly a prominent feature of Weberian
views of class as well. The distinctive feature of the Marxist account
of class relations in these terms is not simply that it gives promi-
nence to class conflict, but that it understands conflict as generated by
inherent properties of those relarions rather than simply contingent fac-
tors. Exploitation defines a structure of inter-dependent antagonistic
interests in which advancing the interests of exploiters depends upon
their capacity to impose harms on the exploited. This is a stronger
antagonism of interests than simple competition, and it underwrites a
strong prediction within Marxist class analysis that class systems will
be conflict ridden.
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3. Power. At the very core of the Marxist construction of class analysis is
not simply the claim that class relations generate deeply antagonistic
interests, but that they also give people in subordinate class locations
forms of power with which to struggle for their interests. As already
noted, since exploitation rests on the extraction of labor effort, and
since people always retain some measure of control over their own
effort, they always confront their exploiters with capacities to resist
exploitation.?® This is a crucial form of power. Itis reflected in the com-
plex counter-strategies exploiting classes are forced to adopt through
the elaboration of instruments of supervision, surveillance, monitor-
ing, and sanctioning. It is only by virtue of this inherent capacity for
resistance — a form of social power rooted in the inter-dependencies
of exploitation — that exploiting classes are forced to devote some of
their resources to insure their ability to appropriate labor effort.

4. Coercion and consent. Marxist class analysis contains the rudiments of
what might be termed an endogenous theory of the formation of con-
sent. The argument is basically this: The extraction of labor effort
in systems of exploitation is costly for exploiting classes because of
the inherent capacity of people to resist their own exploitation. Purely
coercively backed systems of exploitation will often tend to be subopti-
mal since under many conditions it is too easy for workers to withhold
diligent performance of labor effort. Exploiting classes will therefore
have a tendency to seek ways of reducing those costs. One of the ways
of reducing the overhead costs of extracting labor effort is to do things
that elicit the active consent of the exploited. These range from the
development of internal labor markets which strengthen the identi-
fication and loyalty of workers to the firms in which they work to
the support for ideological positions which proclaim the practical and
moral desirability of capitalist institutions. Such consent-producing
practices, however, also have costs attached to them, and thus systems
of exploitation can be seen as always involving trade-offs between coer-
cion and consent as mechanisms for extracting labor effort.

This argument implies a specific prediction about the kinds of ide-
ologies that are likely to emerge under conditions of exploitative class
relations and conditions of nonexploitative oppression. In nonexploita-
tive oppression, there is no dependency of the oppressing group on the
extraction of labor effort of the oppressed and thus much less need to

23 It is important to note that one need not accept the normative implications of the concept
of “exploitation” to recognize the problem of the “extraction of labor effort.” This is one
of the central themes in discussions of principal/agent problems in transaction costs
approaches to organization. For a discussion of class and exploitation specifically in
terms of p/a issues, see Bowles and Gintis (1990).
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elicit their active consent. Purely repressive reactions to resistance —
including in some historical situations genocidal repression — are there-
fore feasible. The central ideological problem in such a situation is
likely to be the moral qualms within the oppressive group, and thus
ideologies are likely to develop to justify this repression zo the oppressors,
but not to the oppressed. The slogan “the only good Indian is a dead
Indian” was meant for the ears of white settlers, not Native Ameri-
cans. Within exploitative class relations, on the other hand, since the
cooperation of the exploited is needed, ideologies are more likely to
attend to the problem of creating consent, and this puts pressure on
ideologies to incorporate in one way or another the interests of the
exploited group.

5. Historical/comparative analysis. As originally conceived, Marxist class
analysis was an integral part of a sweeping theory of the epochal struc-
ture and historical trajectory of social change. But even if one rejects
historical materialism, the Marxist exploitation-centered strategy of
class analysis still provides a rich menu of concepts for historical and
comparative analysis. Different kinds of class relations are defined by
the specific mechanisms through which exploitation is accomplished,
and these differences in turn imply different problems faced by exploit-
ing classes for the reproduction of their class advantage and different
opportunities for exploited classes to resist. Variations in these mecha-
nisms and in the specific ways in which they are combined in concrete
societies provide an analytically powerful road map for comparative
research.

These are all reasons why a concept of class rooted in the linkage
between social relations of production on the one hand and exploita-
tion and domination on the other should be of sociological interest. Still,
the most fundamental pay-off of these conceptual foundations is that
way it infuses class analysis with moral critique. The characterization of
the mechanisms underlying class relations in terms of exploitation and
domination focuses attention on the moral implications of class analysis.
Exploitation and domination identify ways in which these relations are
oppressive and create harms, not simply inequalities. Class analysis can
thus function not simply as part of a scientific theory of interests and con-
flicts, but of an emancipatory theory of alternatives and social justice as
well. Even if socialism is off the historical agenda, the idea of countering
the exploitative logic of capitalism is not.



2 Foundations of a neo-Weberian class analysis

Richard Breen

Introduction

In the broad project of “class analysis” a great deal of effort goes into
defining class and delineating the boundaries of classes. This is necessarily
so, because class analysis is “the empirical investigation of the conse-
quences and corollaries of the existence of a class structure defined ex-
ante” (Breen and Rottman 1995b, p. 453). By starting from a particular
definition, sociologists can assess the extent to which such things as
inequality in life chances among individuals and families are structured
on the basis of class. This approach stands in contrast to one that discovers
a class structure from the empirical distribution of inequality in society
(Serensen 2000 labels this the “nominal classifications” approach). In
class analysis the theoretical underpinnings of the version of class that is
being used have to be made clear at the outset, and the concept of class
has to be operationalized so as to allow claims about class to be tested
empirically. If we examine the two main varieties of contemporary class
analysis — namely Marxist class analysis, particularly associated with the
work of Erik Olin Wright and his associates, and the neo-Weberian class
analysis linked to the use of the class schema devised by John Goldthorpe —
we find that these two tasks are central to both.

In this chapter I will discuss some of the issues involved in seeking to
pursue class analysis within a broadly Weberian perspective. I begin by
outlining Weber’s own views on social class, as these are presented in
Economy and Sociery. This serves to set out the broad parameters within
which Weberian class analysis operates and to suggest the extent and
limits of its explanatory ambitions. I go on to discuss, in very general
terms, what sort of operationalization of class is suggested by the work of
Weber and then to outline the Goldthorpe class schema, which is widely
held to be Weberian in conception (for example, Marshall er al. 1988,
p- 14). The chapter concludes with a discussion of some of what I see as
the fundamental objections to a neo-Weberian approach to class analysis

31
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and with some clarifications about exactly what we might expect a neo-
Weberian class classification to explain.

Social class in the work of Max Weber

In capitalism the market is the major determinant of life chances. Life
chances can be understood as, in Giddens’s terms, “the chances an
individual has for sharing in the socially created economic or cultural
‘goods’ that typically exist in any given society” (1973, pp. 130-1) or,
more simply, as the chances that individuals have of gaining access to
scarce and valued outcomes. Weber (1978 [1922], p. 302) writes that
“a class situation is one in which there is a shared typical probabil-
ity of procuring goods, gaining a position in life, and finding inner
satisfaction”: in other words, members of a class share common life
chances. If this is what members of a class have in common, what puts
them in this common position? Weber’s answer is that the market dis-
tributes life chances according to the resources that individuals bring
to it, and he recognizes that these resources could vary in a number of
ways. Aside from the distinction between property owners and nonown-
ers, there is also variation according to particular skills and other assets.
The important point, however, is that all these assets only have value in
the context of a market: hence, class situation is identified with market
situation.

One consequence of Weber’s recognition of the diversity of assets that
engender returns in the market is a proliferation of possible classes, which
he calls “economic classes.” Social classes, however, are much smaller in
number, being aggregations of economic classes. They are formed not
simply on the basis of the workings of the market: other factors intervene,
and the one singled out by Weber for particular attention is social mobility.
“A social class makes up the totality of class positions within which indi-
vidual and inter-generational mobility is easy and typical” (Weber 1978
[1922], p. 302). Weber suggests that, as a matter of empirical fact, four
major social classes can be identified under capitalism, between which
social mobility is infrequent and difficult but within which it is relatively
common. The first distinction is between those who own property or the
means of production, and those who do not, but both groups are “further
differentiated . .. according to the kind of property . .. and the kind of ser-
vices that can be offered in the market” (Weber 1978 [1922], p. 928).
The resulting four classes are the “dominant entrepreneurial and proper-
tied groups”; the petty bourgeoisie; workers with formal credentials (the
middle class) and those who lack them and whose only asset is their labor
power (the working class).
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It is well known that Weber saw class as only one aspect of the distribu-
tion of power in society. In a famous definition, 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” (Weber 1978 [1922], p. 53), and status groups and par-
ties, along with classes, are, for Weber, the major phenomena of the dis-
tribution of power in society. The distinction between them concerns the
different resources that each can bring to influence the distribution of life
chances. While membership of each will overlap, none of these dimen-
sions can be wholly reduced to the other. Each of them can be a basis for
collective action, but, according to Weber, status groups and parties are
more likely to fulfil this role than are classes. For parties, collective action
is their raison d’étre, while membership of a status group is more likely to
figure in individuals’ consciousness, and thus act as a basis for collective
action, than is membership of a class. Whether or not members of a class
display “class consciousness” depends on certain contingent factors: it
is “linked to general cultural conditions...and especially linked to the
transparency of the connections between the causes and the consequences
of the class situation” (Weber 1978 [1922], pp. 928-32). Different life
chances, associated with social class membership, do not themselves give
birth to “class action”: it is only when the “real conditions and the results
of the class situation” are recognized that this can occur.

This review of Weber’s writings on social class serves, not least, to
establish some limits to the ambitions of a Weberian class analysis. Per-
haps most importantly there is no assumption that patterns of historical
change can be explained in terms of the evolution of the relationship
between classes, as is the case with Marxist historical materialism. Nor
is there any supposition that classes are necessarily in a zero-sum con-
flict in which the benefits to one come at the (illegitimate) expense of
the other. Indeed, there is no assumption in Weber that class will be the
major source of conflict within capitalist society or that classes will nec-
essarily serve as a source of collective action. Rather, the focus is on the
market as the source of inequalities in life chances. But this is not to say
that a Weberian approach takes market arrangements as given. Weber
writes that markets are themselves forms of social action which depend,
for their existence, on other sorts of social action, such as a certain kind
of legal order (Weber 1978 [1922], p. 930). But in understanding how
market arrangements come to be the way they are, one cannot simply
focus on classes and the relationships between them. The evolution of
social forms is a complex process that can be driven by a wide variety of
factors, as Weber himself illustrates in The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit
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of Capitalism, where ideas are allotted a central role in the development
of modern capitalism.

Weber’s comments on class are rather fragmentary: there is, for exam-
ple, very little in his work addressing questions of class conflict.! This
being so, it may, on occasion, seem easier to define a Weberian approach
by what it is not, rather than what it is, and almost any class schema
that is not avowedly Marxist could be considered Weberian. Indeed, the
boundaries between the Marxist and Weberian versions are themselves
often rather less than sharp. But, as I hope to show, there is a distinctive
element to a Weberian class schema, and this determines both how we
should go about constructing it and how we should evaluate its perfor-
mance as an explanatory factor in class analyses. But I see no virtue in
seeking to follow Weber’s writings “to the letter” (even supposing that
it were possible to do so), and the approach I outline here, which I call
neo-Weberian, may not be the only one to which Weber’s own rather
unsystematic remarks on class could give rise.

The aims of class analysis

Understood as a general project, class analysis sees class as having the
potential to explain a wide range of outcomes. A principal aim, of course,
is to examine the relationship between class position and life chances,
but class analysis is seldom restricted to this. Class is commonly held to
have various possible consequences. Because a set of individuals shares
a common class position they tend to behave in similar ways: class posi-
tion is a determinant of the individual’s conditions of action and similar
actions could be expected among those who have similar conditions of
action (see Weber 1978 [1922], p. 929). But this might be distinguished
from class-conscious behavior. This can occur when, as Weber says, indi-
viduals become aware of “the connections between the causes and the
consequences of the class situation.”

In principle, then, not just variation in life chances but in a whole range
of action, behavior, attitudes, values, and so forth can be taken as objects
that class might help to explain. But the link between classes and their
consequences cannot simply be an empirical matter: there must be some
theory or argument for why classes, defined in a given way, are salient for

1 See Weber (1978 [1922], pp. 302-5). The development of neo-Weberian ideas of “class
closure” and of exclusion and usurpation, associated with the work of Parkin (1979) and
Murphy (1988), draws much more on Weber’s discussion of status groups rather than
classes. He writes that “not much of a general nature can be said about the more specific
kinds of antagonism between classes” (1978 [1922], p. 930) — which I take to mean that,
although there are conflicts between classes, these do not follow a general form but are,
instead, conditioned by specific historical circumstances.
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the explanation of these outcomes, and, in particular, for the explanation
of variation in life chances. This is a point we shall revisit in this chapter.
But now I turn to the question of how Weber’s ideas on social class might
be operationalized.

The development of a Weberian class schema

To a Weberian, class is of interest because it links individuals’ positions in
capitalist markets to inequality in the distribution of life chances. As we
have seen, variations in market position arise on the basis of differences
in the possession of market-relevant assets. One possible approach to
constructing a Weber-inspired class schema might be to group together
individuals possessing the same or similar assets. After all, Weber defines
“class situation™ as the sharing of a “specific causal component of. . . life
chances” (1978 [1922], p. 927) and it might therefore seem reasonable
to define classes in terms of such causal components of life chances. In
this sense, the explanatory variables in a neoclassical earnings function
would serve to delineate at least some classes.

In fact, such an approach to the study of class in not usually adopted —
because what is important is not the possession of assets per se but their
implementation in the market. For many reasons there is not a deter-
ministic relationship between the resources that individuals bring to the
market and what they receive in return. So the focus shifts to market sit-
uation and to identifying a set of structural positions that can be grouped
together as classes. As Serensen (1991, p. 72) puts it, classes are “sets of
structural positions. Social relationships within markets, especially within
labor markets, and within firms define these positions. Class positions
exist independently of individual occupants of these positions. They are
‘empty places.”” The question for all forms of class analysis is how — on
what basis — we should distinguish these positions.

One way of approaching this question would be to start by asking
what it is that class is meant to explain. If the primary purpose of a
class schema is to capture how social relationships within markets and
firms shape life chances, then classes could be defined so as to maxi-
mize the statistical association between them and the distribution of life
chances. Such an approach might be seen as being half-way between
purely inductive (“nominal” in Serensen’s term) class classifications and
the approach more usually adopted in class analysis. I am not aware of
any class schema that follows this practice, but something similar has
been suggested as a method for constructing social distance or social
dominance scales (Prandy 1999, Rytina 2000). Alternatively, the princi-
ple on which classes are defined could be viewed as a theory about how
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relationships in markets and firms are linked to the distribution of life
chances. In either case, the boundaries that we draw to categorize posi-
tions in firms and labor markets should have a claim to being the clas-
sification that best captures the distinctions that are relevant to explain
variation, in this case, in life chances. But this raises the possibility that
if our purpose is to capture how position in the system of production
influences, let us say, voting behavior, or some types of collective action,
then a quite different principle might be appropriate.

The single defining characteristic of Weber-inspired class analysis is
that classes are of interest insofar as they shape life chances, and so the
latter strategy is the one that is followed in constructing a neo-Weberian
schema. However, as an empirical fact, it emerges that such schemata
do often prove to be good predictors of a wide range of behaviors,
actions, attitudes, preferences, and so forth. Class analysis should there-
fore explain not only why certain distinctions of position within labor
markets and firms lead to differences in life chances, but also why a cat-
egorization of positions developed for this purpose explains variations in
a range of different outcomes. But before taking this issue any further, it
may be useful to put the discussion on a more concrete basis by examining
a class schema that is usually held to be neo-Weberian.

The Goldthorpe class schema

The class schema developed by John Goldthorpe and his associates
(Goldthorpe 1980; Erikson, Goldthorpe, and Portocarero 1979; Erikson
and Goldthorpe 1992) has been extensively used in empirical class anal-
ysis during the past twenty years.? Initially, the schema was presented as
distinguishing occupations on the basis of their market and work situ-
ations. Market situation refers to an occupation’s sources and levels of
income, its associated conditions of employment, degree of economic
security, and chances, for its holders, of economic advancement. Work
situation refers to an occupation’s location within systems of authority
and control in the production process (Goldthorpe 1980, p. 40). Occu-
pations that typically share common market and work situations were
held to constitute classes and occupants of different classes were held to
enjoy different life chances.

In his later work, however, Goldthorpe has provided a slightly different
set of principles on which the same class schema is based. “The aim of
the class schema is to differentiate positions within labor markets and

2 There are very many descriptions of the Goldthorpe schema, but the clearest and most
detailed is to be found in Erikson and Goldthorpe (1992, Ch. 2), while Goldthorpe (2000,
Ch. 10) provides an extended discussion of the schema’s rationale.



Foundations of a neo-Weberian class analysis 37

production units or, more specifically...to differentiate such positions
in terms of the employment relations that they entail” (Erikson and
Goldthorpe 1992, p. 37). Now classes are held to capture two main
distinctions: between those who own the means of production and
those who do not, and, among the latter, according to the nature of
their relationship with their employer. The important dichotomy here
is between positions that are regulated under a labor contract, and those
that are regulated by a “service” relationship with the employer. Under
a labor contract there is a very specific exchange of wages for effort and
the worker is relatively closely supervised, while the service relationship
is more long-term and involves a more diffuse exchange.

The basis for this distinction is the problem that employers face
of ensuring that their employees act in the best interests of the firm.
Employees always have at least some discretion about how they carry out
their job — how hard they work, what degree of responsibility or initiative
they exercise and so on (Goldthorpe 2000, p. 212) — and so the issue for
the employer is to ensure that this discretion is exercised in the service
of the employer. How this is done depends on the type of work that the
employee undertakes, and thus the solution to the problem is the estab-
lishment of employment contracts tailored to different kinds of work.

The crucial dimensions along which work is differentiated are, accord-
ing to Goldthorpe, the degree of “asset-specificity” involved and the
extent of monitoring difficulty (Goldthorpe 2000, p. 213). Asset-
specificity refers to the extent to which a job calls for job-specific skills,
expertise, or knowledge, in contrast to jobs that require general, non-
specific skills. In the former case, an employee has to be persuaded to
invest in these skills, despite the fact that they may be of no value to her
in another firm or occupation. But equally, once an employee has gained
these skills, the employer needs to ensure, as far as possible, that the skilled
employee is retained, since these skills cannot be bought on the open labor
market. Monitoring difficulties arise when the employer cannot, with any
reasonable degree of clarity, assess the extent to which the employee is
acting in the employer’s interests. This is the classical “principal/agent
problem.” In certain jobs the employee has appreciable autonomy and
discretion about exactly how to carry out the tasks that the job calls for,
and thus, while the employee (the agent) knows whether he or she is work-
ing in the interests of the firm, the employer (the principal) does not. This
informational asymmetry establishes an incentive for the agent to act in
her interests when these conflict with the interests of the principal.

Problems of asset-specificity and monitoring are countered by setting
up, through the service relationship, incentives to persuade employees to
act in the employer’s interest. These incentives must align the interests of
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the two parties, and this is done by establishing a link “between employ-
ees’ commitment to and effective pursuit of organizational goals and
their career success and lifetime material well-being” (Goldthorpe 2000,
p- 220). To secure this, prospective elements in the employment contract
play a major role: “for example, salary increments on an established scale,
assurances of security...pension rights...and...well defined career
opportunities” (Erikson and Goldthorpe 1992, p. 42). As far as monitor-
ing difficulties are concerned this solution is one which is familiar in the
game theory literature: the temptation to defect and gather a short-term
gain is offset by the prospect of extended and long-term pay-offs as a
reward for cooperation.

The labor contract is found where neither asset-specificity nor mon-
itoring problems occur. In this case, even if the work tasks require
skills, these will be general and readily available in the labor market.
Monitoring problems are largely absent because what the employee does
in the service of the employer and what he or she actually produces is
readily observable. There is then no need for the kinds of incentives
established in the service relationship, and, according to Goldthorpe, the
two defining characteristics of the labor contract are payment for discrete
amounts of work and the absence of any attempts to secure a long-term
relationship between the parties.

What does the resulting class schema look like? There is one class of the
self-employed and small employees (petty bourgeoisie), labeled class IV
(the classification uses Roman numerals). This is subdivided first on a
sectoral basis, so that IVc comprises farmers and “other self-employed
workers in primary production,” and secondly between non-agricultural
employers and the self-employed: IVa comprises small proprietors with
employees,” IVb those without employees. The remaining classes are
comprised of employee positions, and thus the shape of this part of the
class structure depends on which occupations are characterized by one,
both or neither of asset-specificity and monitoring difficulties. Classes I
and II are made up of those occupations that most clearly have a service
relationship: the distinction between them is a matter of degree. So class I
comprises higher-grade, and class II lower-grade, professionals, admin-
istrative and managerial workers. In these occupations problems arise of
both monitoring and asset-specificity. At the other extreme, members of
classes VI (skilled manual workers) and VII (unskilled manual workers)
most clearly have a labor contract with their employer. Class VII is itself
also divided sectorally: VIIb is non-skilled agricultural workers, VIIa
is non-skilled workers outside agriculture. The labor contract is also
shared by workers in what are termed “lower-grade,” routine nonmanual

3 When applied to the United Kingdom this means less than twenty-five employees.
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occupations (Class IIIb). These occupations include “the lowest grades
of employment in offices, shops, and other service outlets — machine
operators, counter staff, attendants, etc” (Erikson and Goldthorpe 1992,
p. 241). The remaining classes, IIla (higher-grade routine nonmanual
occupations) and V (lower technical and manual supervisory occupa-
tions), “comprise positions with associated employment relationships
that would appear characteristically to take on a very mixed form”
(Erikson and Goldthorpe 1992, p. 43). But this mixed form occurs for
different reasons in each case. The occupations in IIla (typically clerks,
secretaries, and other routine administrative personnel) typically require
no asset-specificity but do present some difficulties of monitoring, while
those in class V have the opposite combination. Class IIla occupations
enjoy many elements of the service relationship but often lack any clear
career structure, while class V occupations enjoy such a career structure
but are relatively closely monitored and paid according to the number
of hours they work. The possible combinations of asset-specificity and
monitoring difficulties and the classes characterized by each are shown
in figure 2.1, taken from Goldthorpe (2000, p. 223). In developing this
account, Goldthorpe has drawn heavily on literature in organizational
economics and, indeed, there are many similarities between the “effi-
ciency wage” (Akerlof 1982) and the service contract. Employment
contracts are viewed as a means by which the parties try to ensure the
viability of the enterprise and to increase the total value of the contract
to the benefit of both (Goldthorpe 2000, p. 210). One criticism that
might be made of this approach is that it gives too much weight to
efficiency arguments and neglects questions concerning the balance of
power between employers and employees. Put in the form of a simple
example, a particular occupation or group of occupations might enjoy
some elements of the service relationship not because this maximizes
efficiency, but because the bargaining strength of the workers allows
them to capture these elements in the form of a rent. It seems quite
plausible to suggest that changes over the past twenty years in the terms
and conditions of employment governing many jobs — and, in some cases,
the loss of some aspects of the service relationship — is attributable to
the generally weaker bargaining position of workers vis-a-vis employers
as much as it is to, say, changes in the skill requirements of these jobs or
in the possibilities of monitoring them (Breen 1997). If these arguments
are correct, they suggest that the class allocation of an occupation does
not follow quite so unproblematically from a consideration of efficiency
and that, in explaining any particular class structure, attention also needs
to be paid to other, historically contingent factors.

In its most disaggregated form the Goldthorpe schema identifies
eleven classes. In Goldthorpe’s work on England and Wales, and in many
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Figure 2.1 Dimensions of work as sources of contractual hazard, forms
of employment contract, and location of employee classes of the schema
(from Goldthorpe 2000, p. 223, figure 10.2)

other applications, a seven-category version is employed, while the most
aggregated version that nevertheless would seem to preserve the essential
distinctions of the schema is probably a four-category classification of the
service (I and II), intermediate (IIla and V), petty-bourgeois (IV), and
labor contract (IIIb, VI, and VII) classes. These various aggregations of
the schema are shown in Table 2.1.* What is strikingly absent from the
schema is a class of large employers — the haute bourgeoisie. Nowadays

4 It may seem strange that the seven-category version of the schema puts classes IIla and
IIIb together. However, this version was initially used by Goldthorpe in his analysis of
social mobility among men in England and Wales. The version used later by Erikson and
Goldthorpe, although it differed slightly from the seven categories shown in Table 2.1,
also amalgamated IIla and IIIb, but, once again, this was developed for the analysis of
men’s mobility. Relatively few men occupy positions in IIIb, and those positions that
are occupied by men are typically closer to those in IIla than are the positions occupied
by women. Thus in their chapter analyzing women’s mobility, Erikson and Goldthorpe
(1992, Ch. 7) place class IIIb together with class VII.
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Table 2.1 Possible aggregations of the Goldthorpe class schema

Eleven-class (maximally

disaggregated) version Seven-class version Four-class version

I Upper service class I Upper service class I + II Service class

II Lower service class II Lower service class

IIIa Routine nonmanual III Routine nonmanual  IIIa + V Intermediate class
employees, higher grade

IIIb Routine nonmanual IIIb + VI + VII
employees, lower grade Manual class

IVa Small proprietors with IV Petty bourgeoisie IV Petty bourgeoisie
employees

IVb Small proprietors
without employees

IVc Farmers and other
self-employed workers in
primary production

V Lower-grade technicians V Technicians and IIIa + V Intermediate class
and supervisors of manual supervisors
workers
VI Skilled manual workers VI Skilled manual IIIb + VI 4 VII Manual class
VIIa Semi- and unskilled VII Nonskilled manual
manual workers (not in
agriculture)

VIIb Semi- and unskilled
manual workers in
agriculture

large employers tend to be organizations rather than individuals, but
those individual large employers that exist are placed in class I. Erikson
and Goldthorpe (1992, pp. 40-1) justify this practice on two grounds.
First, such individuals are usually owners of enterprises that differ from
those of the petty bourgeoisie in legal rather than substantive terms.
They are placed in class I rather than IV because “in so far as such large
proprietors tend to be quite extensively involved in managerial as well as
entrepreneurial activities, they may be regarded as having a yet greater
affinity with those salaried managers to be found in class I who have a
substantial share in the ownership of the enterprises in which they work.”
But this argument is rather unconvincing for the simple reason that large
proprietors do not have the service relationship with an employer that
defines this class. On this basis they might better be placed in class IV.
Secondly, large proprietors or employers account for “around 5 per cent
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of all men allocated to the service class (i.e. Classes I and II) in Western
industrial societies, and cannot...be realistically seen as members of
a capitalist elite...Rather, they turn out on examination to be most
typically the owners of stores, hotels, restaurants, garages, small factories
or transportation firms” (Goldthorpe 1990, p. 435). Presumably the
share of female proprietors in the service class would be even smaller.
But this argument too tends to reinforce the view that class IV, rather
than I, is the appropriate location. Of course, as a practical matter (and
assuming that the frequency of large proprietors in survey data reflects
their frequency in the population) large proprietors are sufficiently scarce
that their assignment to class I or class IV is hardly likely to be conse-
quential for any conclusions that might be drawn about, say, inequalities
in mobility chances. Nonetheless, placing them in class I (rather than,
say, in a new sub-class in class IV) does lead to an inconsistency between
the theoretical postulates of the schema and its implementation.

The change from the early to the later formulation of the Goldthorpe
class schema has no operational consequences: that is, the assignment of
occupations to classes has remained unchanged (this is discussed below).
Furthermore, one might argue that the two formulations can be recon-
ciled at the theoretical level, since it is differences between positions in
the nature of the employment contract that give rise to the variations in
market and work situation that were relevant in the earlier version. In both
cases, the distinctions captured in the schema are held to produce dif-
ferences in life chances: class position is a determinant of “experiences
of affluence or hardship, of economic security or insecurity, of prospects
of continuing material advance, or of unyielding material constraints”
(Erikson and Goldthorpe 1992, p. 236).

Despite Goldthorpe’s protestations, there is some justification in label-
ing his schema “neo-Weberian” inasmuch as it shares the Weberian focus
on life chances and the Weberian modesty about the scope of class anal-
ysis.” The purpose of the schema is to allow exploration of the “inter-
connections defined by employment relations in labor markets and pro-
duction units...the processes through which individual and families
are distributed and redistributed among these positions over time; and the
consequences thereof for their life-chances” (Goldthorpe and Marshall
1992, p. 382). Furthermore, the class schema makes no claims to identi-
fying groups that act as “the engine of social change,” nor does it suppose

5> Goldthorpe’s reluctance to identify his class schema as Weberian is well known. While
acknowledging that the principles of the schema have been largely adopted from Marx and
Weber, he writes “our own approach has often been referred to and discussed as “Webe-
rian,” but we would not regard this as particularly informative or otherwise helpful: . . .1it
is consequences, not antecedents, that matter” (Erikson and Goldthorpe 1992, p. 37, fn.
10).
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that the classes stand in an exploitative relationship one to another, nor
that the members of classes will automatically develop class conscious-
ness and engage in collective action (Goldthorpe and Marshall 1992,
pp. 383-4).

The boundary problem in neo-Weberian class analysis

A neo-Weberian class schema is a set of principles that allocates positions
to classes so as to capture the major dimensions of differentiation in labor
markets and production units that are consequential for the distribution
of life chances. In assessing a neo-Weberian, or indeed any class schema,
it is important to draw a distinction between criticisms leveled at its con-
ceptualization or theoretical basis, on the one hand, and, on the other,
its specific implementation, even though objections of both kinds might
ultimately be adjudicated empirically. A frequent objection to class clas-
sifications is the following: given the apparently enormous diversity of
positions in labor markets and economic organizations, how can a class
schema, such as Goldthorpe’s, especially one with a relatively small num-
ber of classes, claim to capture the salient distinctions among positions
that are consequential for the distribution of life chances among those
who occupy them?®

One response to this is to say that variation in life chances among indi-
viduals or families in the same class is not in itself a theoretical objection
to a neo-Weberian class schema since the life chances that someone enjoys
depend on a variety of factors apart from class position. From this per-
spective, differences in life chances among those in the same class should
be seen not as class differences per se but as differences based on other
factors. But the further objection might be advanced that the chosen set
of principles is not optimal: that is, there exists another set of principles
that does this job better (and this might, but need not, lead to a finer clas-
sification of occupations). It might be argued, for instance, that a scale of
occupational prestige better captures distinctions among positions that
are salient for life chances. Or occupations themselves could be held to
be groups whose life chances are more sharply distinct than is true of
classes. Addressing this objection would require both conceptual clari-
fication and empirical analysis. First, one could ask what mechanisms
explain variation in life chances arising from these sources. In the case

6 Weber overcomes this objection by employing two sets of criteria. Members of a class share
common life chances, but social classes are made up of those classes between which mobil-
ity is common. Breiger (1982) applies this idea to analyze a seventeen-occupational group
mobility table, in which both the pattern of mobility and the underlying class structure
(an aggregation of the original seventeen categories) are tested for their goodness-of-fit
with the original data. However, his approach has not been widely followed.
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of Goldthorpe’s schema, the form of employment relationship is con-
sequential for life chances because of the different rewards and incen-
tives that are associated with each type of contract. Secondly, one could
ask how positions come to be differentiated in this way. In Goldthorpe’s
schema the two kinds of employment contract are attempted solutions to
the problems of asset-specificity and employee monitoring that confront
employers. Alternative principles for the construction of classes should
then have underlying mechanisms of both these sorts that had at least
the same degree of plausibility. Lastly, we could move to empirical tests.
Given the choice between two theoretically grounded classifications an
empirical analysis would ask which of them was the stronger predictor of
life chances, while taking into account the trade-off between explanatory
completeness and explanatory parsimony.

Objections like this are fundamental, and are distinct from those that
could be leveled against a particular operationalization of a set of under-
lying principles on which both the critic and the defender might agree.
Indeed, in their work, Erikson and Goldthorpe (1992) move between
seven-, five- and three-class versions’ of the Goldthorpe class schema and
never, in fact, employ the full eleven categories. They note that “while pre-
serving the underlying idea of the schema that classes are to be defined in
terms of employment relations . . . the differentiation [of classes] . .. could
obviously be much further extended, were there good reason to do so”
(Erikson and Goldthorpe 1992, p. 46, fn. 18). This is consistent with
their assertion that the class schema is an nstrument du travail rather than
a definitive map of the class structure.

Despite the fact that positions are put into classes according to their
relationship to the means of production and then to the kind of employ-
ment relationship they display, the Goldthorpe schema has never, in fact,
been operationalized by measuring these characteristics of positions and
assigning them to classes on this basis. Instead, occupations are assigned
to classes on the basis of knowledge about their typical employment rela-
tions. This has been done for pragmatic reasons. One important benefit is
that data that have already been collected can be coded into the schema.
This was the case with the national data sets used in the CASMIN (Com-
parative Analysis of Social Mobility in Industrial Nations) project, which
led to The Constant Flux (Erikson and Goldthorpe 1992). But this is not
to say that the same occupations need always be assigned to the same

7 The five-class version groups together I, II and III into a white-collar class; IVa and IVb
into a petty bourgeoisie; IVc and VIIb into farm workers; V and VI into skilled workers;
and VIla is left as the class of non-skilled workers. The three-class version then places
IVa and IVb with I, II and III in a nonmanual workers class; V, VI and VII in a manual
workers class; and retains the farm workers class (IVc and VIIb).
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classes. Occupations could change their class location over time and the
same occupation could be placed in different classes in different countries
(something that seems to have been allowed for in the CASMIN project:
see Erikson and Goldthorpe 1992, pp. 50-1).

But because the type of employment relationship is defined by a num-
ber of different features (salary increments, pension rights, and assurances
of security are among features of the service relationship listed by Erikson
and Goldthorpe), the question arises of the extent to which they do in
fact occur together within occupations. If, for example, these dimensions
of employment relationships were only weakly related to one another this
would call into question the operationalization of the underlying con-
cepts in the form of classes. Evans and Mills (1998) address this issue
using British survey data collected in 1984 to analyze the relationship
between nine indicators of the employment relationship. These include
whether or not the job requires the employee to clock on at a set time,
the way in which the employee is paid (piece rate, by the hour, perfor-
mance related, etc.), whether the job is on a recognized career ladder,
and whether the employee can decide on how fast the work is done. They
apply latent class analysis to these indicators and find four latent classes.
This is a reasonably good indication, then, that these various aspects of the
employment relationship do not vary independently: rather they mainly
co-occur in four combinations. Furthermore, inspection of the pattern of
the response probabilities for each item within each latent class suggests
to Evans and Mills that these four classes correspond approximately to
a white-collar salariat; a class of lower-level managers and supervisors; a
routine nonmanual class; and a class of manual wage workers. For exam-
ple, the probability of clocking on is .05 in the first and third of these
classes, while it is .54 in the purported lower-level managers and super-
visors class and .65 in the manual wage workers class. The first and last
of these classes might be taken as the two polar types of service and wage
labor relationship, with the others representing intermediate classes. And,
indeed, Evans and Mills find that there is a very good match between these
latent classes and the respondents’ Goldthorpe classes: “78 per cent of
latent type 1 can be found in Goldthorpe I and II, 95 per cent fall into
I, II and IIIa. Similarly, no less than 89 per cent of latent type 4 are
to be found in Goldthorpe VI and VIlab, 96 per cent in VI, VIIab and
V” (Evans and Mills 1998, p. 95). They argue that these results point
to the schema’s high criterion validity: that is, the extent to which it
succeeds in dividing ‘the occupational structure in such a way as to iden-
tify important cleavages in the job characteristics which are considered
theoretically significant by Goldthorpe and his colleagues’ (Evans 1992,
p. 213).
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In a later analysis, Evans and Mills (2000) use a much larger and more
recently collected (in 1996) set of British data and a similar, though not
identical, set of eight indicators of the employment relationship. The
results of their latent class analysis this time reveal

A small latent class (1), between 8 and 13 per cent of the population, that are
predominantly remunerated with a salary plus some other form of bonus or addi-
tional payment; have very high probabilities of not receiving overtime payments;
have to give a month or more notice of resignation; and have control over start
and quit times. At the other end of the spectrum we find a class (3), between 35
and 45 per cent with the opposite characteristics. ... Between these two groups
are a class (2), between 45 and 52 per cent, which are predominantly salaried,
tend to receive overtime payments, have to give more than one month notice
to quit and are somewhat mixed with regard to their control over their working
hours. (Evans and Mills 2000, p. 653)

Not surprisingly they identify latent classes 1, 2 and 3 with a service,
intermediate and labor contract respectively. But, in this case, when they
turn to the question of the criterion validity of the scheme, Evans and
Mills (2000, p. 657) conclude that there are some problems with the
operationalization of the schema.

The majority of Goldthorpe’s class II do not have a “service” type of employ-
ment contract. The dividing line between the service and the intermediate classes
appears to run through class II rather than between class II and class IIIa. We also
estimate that about a third of class I employees do not have a “service” contract.

This casts doubt on the sustainability of the practice of continuing to
rely wholly on occupational titles as the basis of the empirical classifica-
tion, at least in the British case, and at least for the purpose of locating the
service class.® The interval of twelve years between the collection dates
of the two data sets used by Evans and Mills suggests that there has been
some recent slippage between occupational titles and the Goldthorpe ser-
vice class. One plausible assumption is that an inflation of occupational
titles may have led to their becoming poorer indicators of the nature of
the employment relationship, as in the increasing use of titles such as
“manager” for a growing diversity of occupations. Moving to the use of
direct measures of the employment relationship might, in any case, confer
a benefit. It would allow researchers to determine which of the elements
of the relationship were most strongly associated with particular class

8 One difficulty with these analyses that should be mentioned, however, is that they elicit
information from employees, whose responses may well relate more to their own position
and experiences than to the characteristics of the position that they occupy (for example
in questions about the likelihood of promotion). Information about positions might be
better collected from employers.
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outcomes, and this would be of obvious value in the search to specify
the mechanisms that link class position to these outcomes. Indeed, the
absence of any precise explanation of what mechanisms link the type of
employment relationship to variations in life chances is a notable weak-
ness of the schema. The work of Evans and Mills has shown the extent to
which the schema captures distinctions in the employment relationship,
and a great deal of research has shown that class position is associated
with differences in life chances (and in other outcomes). But what has
generally been absent is a theoretical account of how such differences can
be explained as the consequence of these distinctions and, following from
this, attempts to subject these to empirical test. This problem has been
recognized by Goldthorpe and others (Erikson and Goldthorpe 1992,
Ch. 11; Breen and Rottman 1995b), and Goldthorpe (2000, Ch. 11)
has recently sought to address it. In order for these explanatory mecha-
nisms to support the particular theory of class being advanced, however,
they have to discriminate between alternative theories. In other words,
the purported mechanisms should not be of such generality that they
would serve equally well to explain the link between outcomes and more
than one theory of class. This “specificity requirement” as we might call
it, may prove to be the most difficult condition to meet in developing a
persuasive neo-Weberian theory of class.

The unit of class analysis

So far classes have been discussed as aggregations of positions, rather
than individuals. The implicit mechanism that links class position and
life chances is then, simply, that the individual’s life chances derive from
the particular class position that he or she occupies (or, taking a life-
time perspective, from the sequence of positions he or she occupies). But
not all individuals occupy one of these positions and, in these cases, life
chances are held to derive through the relationship between such individ-
uals and others who do occupy a position in the class structure. A child’s
class position is then derived from its parents and the class position of
a married woman is conventionally considered to derive from the posi-
tion occupied by her husband. But the life chances of someone who does
not occupy a position in the class structure, such as a child or a married
woman who does not work outside the home, will depend not only on
the position occupied by her parents or husband, but also on the nature
of the relationship between her and her parents or husband. In other
words intra-familial and intra-household relationships intervene between
the market and the individual’s life chances. This issue is, of course,
exactly the same as that which arises in studies of income inequality
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where considerations of the within-household distribution of income are
rarely addressed empirically.

Notwithstanding these arguments, treating all the members of a house-
hold as occupying a single class position has long been standard among
theorists of class. This is relatively unproblematic when only one member
of a household occupies a position in the labor market, as in the male-
breadwinner arrangement, but difficulties arise when both spouses work
outside the home. Some authors (such as Heath and Britten 1984) want
to retain the idea of a single class position for a household, but one that
is determined by the class position of both spouses. Others (for example,
Stanworth 1984) argue that spouses should be considered to have their
own class position and, rather than the family occupying a single position
in the class structure, its fate should be treated as a function of both.
Goldthorpe and his collaborators have argued against both these points
of view. They suggest that, because women typically have discontinuous
labor market careers, analyses of female mobility will tend, as a result,
to record a great deal of class mobility, much of which is artefactual.
The appropriate unit of class analysis is therefore the household, and the
class to which it and its members belong should be determined by the
class position of whichever spouse has the more enduring attachment
to the labor market. One way of measuring the latter is the so-called
“dominance” approach (Erikson 1984). Empirically it is the case that
it is usually the male partner who proves to have the more enduring
attachment to the labor market. “However, there is no presumption that
this will always be the case...it is not difficult to envisage the circum-
stances . . . under which the application of the dominance approach might
lead to many more families being assigned to a class on the basis of the
woman’s occupation” (Breen and Rottman 1995a, pp. 166-7).

One way of conceptualizing these competing approaches is to recast
them in a slightly more formal way. Assume that our goal is to explain
variation in some outcome, Y, measured at the individual or family level
(such as a person’s educational attainment or the standard of living of a
family) in terms of social class, X, of which we have two possible measures
(one for each spouse in a household), labeled X, and X,. Then the issues
discussed above reduce to the question of the functional form of the rela-
tionship between Y and X, and X,. This can be written very generally as
Y = f(g(Xm, Xy)). Here f specifies the form of the relationship between
Y and g(X,, Xy) while g determines how X, and X, are treated in the
analysis. The individual approach to class membership argues for a model
that sets g(X,, Xw) equal to X;,, and X, whereas so-called conventional
approaches would specify g as a two-to-one mapping from (X, Xy) to
X. In the dominance approach, for example, g(X,,, Xy) is the function
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that picks out whichever of X, and X, is dominant. Written in this way
it becomes clear that many functions could serve for g: for example, it
could specify a relationship between a latent class, X, and two indicators,
Xm and X,,. This slight formalization provides a way of resolving these
problems empirically. Given that a neo-Weberian class analysis is con-
cerned with the distribution of life chances, one might seek to determine,
conditional on the choice of f, which of the possible functional forms for
g best accounts for variation in individuals’ life chances.

Conclusion

A neo-Weberian approach to class analysis rests on the construction
of a schema based on principles that capture the major dimensions of
positional differentiation in labor markets and production units that are
important for the distribution of life chances. The chosen principle is the
theoretical basis, and the corresponding class schema is its operational-
ization. Given this, at least two important lines of empirical inquiry can
be pursued. On the one hand, we might want to know how substantively
important class is in explaining variation in life chances, particularly in
comparison with other bases of social inequality such as ethnic group
membership, gender, and so on. And of course such an inquiry can be
extended to make comparisons in the strength of class effects between
countries and through time. On the other hand, the existence and strength
of the relationship between class and other outcomes are also matters for
empirical investigation. But if the classes are meant to capture distinc-
tions that are primarily relevant for the distribution of life chances, then
members of a class may or may not behave similarly, hold similar atti-
tudes, or engage in collective action, and so on. Inasmuch as variation
in these or other outcomes can be causally traced to variation in life
chances, or insofar as those aspects of the organization of labor markets
and the production process that shape life chances are also determinants
of these other outcomes, then we will find a relationship between them
and class. Very often the causal link between life chances and an outcome
like collective action will be contingent on other circumstances and then,
as Weber recognized, there may or may not be a relationship with class.
But in many cases there will be a consistent link between life chances and
other outcomes. To revert to a point I made earlier: if life chances deter-
mine the conditions under which certain types of action are undertaken —
including the interests that people have (and which they may express in,
say, voting) and the resources they can bring to bear (and which may be
important in, say, shaping their children’s educational attainment) — then
variations in these actions will be structured according to class position.
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But suppose that in a given case we find no relationship, as when classes
are found not to be a basis of any common or collective identity. Should
we therefore conclude that class is not important or that the particular
classification is inadequate? My answer is that we should conclude that
those distinctions that lead to differences in life chances are not ones that
serve as a basis for collective identity. But the important point is that
these latter sorts of outcome are not constitutive of a neo-Weberian class
schema. For example, what are termed gemeinschaftlich ideas of class —
that is, classes as subjectively real communities — are not a necessary part
of the neo-Weberian approach.’

But even if these other outcomes are not constitutive of class under-
stood in the neo-Weberian sense, the importance of class as a sociological
concept will certainly depend upon how strongly it is related to them, as
well as to life chances. If class did not predict significant outcomes it
would be of little interest. What is clear, however, is that in many of the
areas central to sociological endeavor there is little evidence that the influ-
ence of class is declining and, indeed, some evidence that its influence is
growing. Shavit and Blossfeld’s (1993) edited collection shows that the
influence of class origins on children’s educational attainment showed no
decline over the course of the twentieth century in thirteen developed
nations. The papers in Evans (1997) demonstrate that the much vaunted
“general decline of class voting” is an inaccurate description of the rather
complex and cross-nationally varying trends in this phenomenon. Class
voting seems to have weakened in Scandinavia, but in Germany, France,
and elsewhere no such temporal change is evident. Lastly, in the area of
social mobility, Breen and Goldthorpe (2001) show that in Britain, dur-
ing the last quarter of the twentieth century, there has been no change
in the extent to which class origins help shape class destinations. This
holds true even controlling for educational attainment and measures of
individual ability. This result may then be added to the evidence of longer-
term temporal stability in patterns of class mobility in Europe reported
by Erikson and Goldthorpe (1992).

9 Indeed, in Goldthorpe’s own work, and that of those who use his class schema, relatively
little attention is now paid to issues of demographic class formation and their conse-
quences (in contrast, for example, to Goldthorpe’s [1980] earlier work on mobility in
England and Wales). Rather, the class schema is now mainly employed as a means of
capturing inequalities in life chances.



3 Foundations of a neo-Durkheimian
class analysis

David Grusky in collaboration with Gabriela Galescu

The class analytic tradition has come under increasing attack from post-
modernists, anti-Marxists, and other commentators who argue that the
concept of class is an antiquated construction of declining utility in under-
standing modern or postmodern inequality.! In large part, this state of
affairs might be blamed on class analysts themselves, as they have invari-
ably represented the class structure with highly aggregate categories that,
for all their academic popularity, have never been deeply institutionalized
in the world outside academia and hence fail the realist test. By default-
ing to nominalism, the class analytic tradition becomes especially vulner-
able to critique, with postmodernists in particular arguing that academics
have resorted to increasingly arcane and complicated representations of
the class structure because the site of production no longer generates
well-organized classes that academics and others can easily discern.
The purpose of this chapter is to outline a neo-Durkheimian alterna-
tive to such postmodernism that points to the persistence of class-like
structuration at a more disaggregate level than class analysts have typ-
ically appreciated. It follows that class analysis is well worth salvaging;
that is, rather than abandoning the site of production and concentrating
exclusively on other sources of attitudes and behavior (e.g., race, ethnic-
ity, gender), one should recognize that the labor market is indeed orga-
nized into classes, albeit at a more detailed level than is conventionally
allowed. The great virtue of disaggregating is that the nominal categories

We are grateful to Erik Wright and the students in his graduate seminar for their exceed-
ingly detailed and insightful reactions to an earlier draft of this chapter. We have also
received helpful comments on a related paper from Julia Adams, Jeffrey Alexander, Vivek
Chibber, Dalton Conley, Paul DiMaggio, Kathleen Gerson, Guillermina Jasso, Miche¢le
Lamont, Jeffery Paige, Philip Smith, Margaret Somers, George Steinmetz, Kim Wee-
den, Bruce Western, and Yu Xie. In drafting this chapter, we have drawn on previously
published materials in Grusky and Serensen (1998), Grusky and Weeden (2001), and
Grusky, Weeden, and Serensen (2000). The research reported here was supported in part
by the National Science Foundation (SBS-9906419).

For examples, see Hall 2001; Pakulski and Waters 1996a, 1996b, 1996¢, 1996d; Lee and
Turner 1996; Clark 1996; Joyce 1995; Kingston 2000, 1994; Clark and Lipset 2001,
1991; Pahl 1989.
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of conventional class analysis can be replaced by gemeinschaftlich “micro-
classes” that are embedded in the very fabric of society and are thereby
meaningful not merely to sociologists but to the lay public as well.

As shall be evident, our neo-Durkheimian approach motivates us to
come out foursquare in favor of realist classifications, where these are
defined as schemes in which the constituent categories are institutional-
ized in the labor market.? By contrast, scholars working within a nominal-
ist tradition seek to construct class categories that reflect social processes,
forces, or distinctions that are regarded as analyrically fundamental, even
though the categories implied by such approaches may be only shallowly
institutionalized. In some cases, a theory of history has been grafted onto
such nominalist models, thus generating the side-claim that currently
“latent” (but analytically fundamental) class categories may ultimately
come to be appreciated by actors, serve as bases for collective action,
or become institutionalized groupings that bargain collectively on behalf
of their members. There is of course much variability across scholars in
the particular processes or forces (e.g., exploitation, authority relations,
terms of employment, life chances) that are regarded as fundamental and
hence generative of classes that may in the future become more deeply
institutionalized. As is well known, it can be extremely difficult to adjudi-
cate between these competing models, especially when they are grounded
in a theory of history that requires scholars to withhold judgment until
some (potentially) distant future. It is high time, we think, to attend to
the empirically more viable task of characterizing such structures at the
site of production as can currently be found.’

This line of argumentation has distinctly Durkheimian roots that have
not been adequately drawn out in our prior work.* In some of this work,
we have duly acknowledged our intellectual debt to Durkheim (especially
Grusky and Serensen 1998, pp. 1,192, 1,196, 1,219), but the relation-
ship between our micro-class approach and the developmental arguments

2 This definition glosses over a number of complications, including (a) the operational
difficulty that analysts face in discerning institutionalized categories and the consequent
inevitability of analyst-imposed “constructions” (even when the objective is to best repre-
sent institutionalized categories), and (b) the typical insistence of scholars working within
the nominalist tradition that their preferred categories rest on causal forces or processes
(e.g., exploitation) that are altogether “real” regardless of whether such categories are
presently institutionalized in the labor market. We shall return to these complications in
subsequent sections of this chapter.

The categories of a realist scheme will, by virtue of their institutionalization, tend to
be recognized by the lay public and appreciated as meaningful. However, our formal
definition of realist approaches relies entirely on the criterion of institutionalization, and
the tendency for realist categories to become subjectively salient thus becomes a (possible)
empirical result that falls outside the definition per se.

4 See, for instance, Grusky and Serensen (1998, 2001), Grusky and Weeden (2002, 2001),

Grusky, Weeden, and Serensen (2000).

[



Foundations of a neo-Durkheimian class analysis 53

of Durkheim might still be usefully elaborated. There is good reason to
take on this task now. After all, few scholars have so far rushed in to offer
a retooled Durkheimian approach to class analysis, even though many
Marxian models have fallen out of favor and Durkheimian ones arguably
offer an alternative that captures much of the institutional reality of con-
temporary class systems (see Parkin 1992, p. 1; Pearce 1989, p. 1; Miiller
1993, p. 106; cf. Lee 1995; Fenton 1980; Lehmann 1995). This is obvi-
ously not to suggest that theorists have ignored Durkheim altogether;
however, contemporary exegesis focuses increasingly on The Elementary
Forms of Religious Life, providing as it does the requisite classical source for
the cultural turn in sociology (see Smith and Alexander 1996; MeStrovic¢
1992). Moreover, when contemporary class analysts zave engaged with
The Division of Labor in Society, it has often been for the negative pur-
pose of refuting Durkheimian or neo-Marxian class models rather than
advancing some positive analysis.’

This state of affairs may seem puzzling given the long and venerable
tradition of stratification scholarship treating occupations as the “back-
bone” of the class system (esp. Parkin 1971; Featherman, Jones, and
Hauser 1975; Duncan 1968, pp. 689-90; Parsons 1954, pp. 326-9). In
understanding why Durkheim has nonetheless been ignored, it bears not-
ing that stratification scholars have typically preferred to scale occupations
in terms of a socioeconomic gradient, and the work of Durkheim does
not provide any obvious justification for such a procedure. If mention of
Durkheim is, then, conspicuously absent from present-day commentary
on class, it is largely because his project cannot be seen as presaging any
conventional class analytic approaches, including those that map occu-
pations or jobs into aggregate classes as well as those that map them into
socioeconomic scales.

We will develop a class analytic approach that rests explicitly on the
technical division of labor and thus has a more distinctly Durkheimian
heritage. In this regard, it is striking that class analysts have not only
ignored the Division of Labor, but have more generally eschewed any
analysis of the technical division of labor, even a non-Durkheimian one.
Indeed, Wright (1979) commented over twenty-five years ago on the
“relatively few sustained theoretical reflections on the logic of linking

5 See, for instance, Mouzelis (1993), Bottomore (1981), Tiryakian (1975), Dahrendorf
(1959, pp. 48-51), Zeitlin (1968), cf. Pope and Johnson (1983), Hawkins (1994), Miiller
(1993), Thompson (1982), Lukes (1973), Nisbet (1952), Giddens (1971, 1972, 1978),
Watts Miller (1996), Filloux (1993). The recent work of Lockwood (1992) is a notable
exception to this claim. In his pathbreaking book, Lockwood (1992) shows that the
Durkheimian model treats instrumental action as an unanalyzed residual, whereas the
Marxian model conversely treats normative action as an unanalyzed residual. These mod-
els may therefore be regarded as incomplete in complementary ways.
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class to positions within the technical division of labor” (p. 12), and the
same conclusion probably holds with equal force today. We will seek
to repair this state of affairs by discussing (a) how Durkheim devel-
oped, rather unwittingly, a class analysis grounded in the technical divi-
sion of labor, (b) how this class analytic approach might be modified
to address developments that Durkheim did not fully anticipate, and
(c) how the resulting approach, while arguably an advance over con-
ventional forms of class analysis, nonetheless leaves important problems
unresolved.

Durkheim and the class structure: a selective exegesis

We begin, then, by considering how Durkheim approached issues of class
and occupation, relying not only on his famous preface to the Division of
Laborbut also on related commentary in Suicide and elsewhere (see, espe-
cially, Hawkins 1994 for a comprehensive treatment). In the secondary
literature on such matters, it is often noted with some disapproval that
Durkheim treated class conflict as a purely transitory feature of early
industrialism, thereby “ignoring . . . the [enduring] implications of class
cleavages” (Zeitlin 1968, p. 235; also, see Lockwood 1992, p. 78; Botto-
more 1981). As is well known, Durkheim indeed argued that class conflict
in the early industrial period would ultimately dissipate because (a) the
growth of state and occupational regulation should impose moral con-
trol on the conflict of interests (i.e., the “institutionalization” of conflict),
and (b) the rise of achievement-based mobility should legitimate inequal-
ities of outcome by making them increasingly attributable to differential
talent, capacities, and investments rather than differential opportunities
(i.e., the rise of “equal opportunity”). In light of current developments,
it is not altogether clear that such emphases within the work of Durkheim
should still be regarded as an outright defect, foreshadowing as they do
important developments in the transition to advanced industrialism. The
twin forces of normative regulation and meritocratic allocation have, in
fact, been featured in much subsequent discussion about the “institution-
alization” of class conflict (e.g., Dahrendorf 1959), even though the early
work of Durkheim has not always been accorded a properly deferential
place in this commentary.

This institutionalization of conflict has motivated contemporary class
theorists to de-emphasize macro-level theories of history and related
developmental narratives (see Holton and Turner 1989), preferring
instead to deploy class categories for the more modest academic task
of explaining micro-level behavior in the present day (e.g., voting behav-
ior, lifestyles). The obvious question that then arises is whether the class
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categories devised by Marx and others for macro-level purposes are also
optimal for this more limited micro-level explanatory agenda (Grusky and
Weeden 2001). For the most part, scholars of contemporary class rela-
tions have concluded that they are not, leading to all manner of attempts
to increase the explanatory power of class models by introducing further
distinctions within the category of labor. The main failing, however, of
such efforts is that the posited categories have been only shallowly institu-
tionalized, with scholars seeking to defend their competing schemes with
all imaginable criteria save the seemingly obvious one that the posited
categories should have some institutional veracity.

In this context, the scholarship of Durkheim is again instructive, as it
refocuses attention on the types of intermediary groups that have emerged
in past labor markets and will likely characterize future ones. This is to
suggest, then, that Durkheim contributed to class analysis on two fronts,
simultaneously providing (a) a negative macro-level story about the social
forces (e.g., institutionalization of conflict) that render big classes unvi-
able in the long run, and (b) a positive micro-level story about the “small
classes” (i.e., gemeinschaftlich occupations) that are destined to emerge
at the site of production and shape individual values, life chances, and
lifestyles. The latter micro-level story, which is typically dismissed as irrel-
evant to class analysis, is the focus of our commentary here. We fea-
ture this story because small classes can be shown to take on properties
that class analysts have conventionally (but mistakenly) ascribed to big
classes.

In laying out this micro-level story, it has to be conceded that Durkheim
is (famously) silent on the proximate mechanisms by which occupational
associations will emerge, as he simply presumes, by functionalist fiat,
that outcomes that putatively serve system ends will ultimately win out.
This approach leads Durkheim to equate “the normal, the ideal, and the
about-to-happen” (Lukes 1973, p. 177). By contrast, Marx and most
neo-Marxians put forward analyses that are mechanism-rich, relying on
such forces as exploitation, opposed interests, and conflict as proximate
sources bringing about the postulated end-states. In some of his writings,
Durkheim does hint at proximate mechanisms, but for the most part he is
correctly taken to task for failing to “proceed to an investigation of causes”
(Bottomore 1981, p. 911). It is nonetheless worth asking whether the
end-state that Durkheim describes captures some of the developmental
tendencies within contemporary systems of inequality.

How, then, might one characterize Durkheim’s view of the “normal,
ideal, and about-to-happen” (LLukes 1973, p. 177)? We take on this ques-
tion below by describing the three forms of micro-level organization that,
according to Durkheim, are destined to emerge at the site of production.
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The rise of occupational associations

The Drvision of Labor is most instructively read as an extended discourse
on the level (i.e., class or “micro-class”) at which the site of produc-
tion will come to be organized.® When class analysts summarize this
work, they typically emphasize the argument that big classes are purely
transitory and will fade away as “normal” forms of adaptation emerge
(i.e., the “negative macro-level story”), while the predicted rise of social
organization at the local occupational level (i.e., the “positive micro-level
story”) is disregarded or viewed as irrelevant. By contrast, we think that
the micro-level story in Durkheim is worth considering more carefully,
not merely because local organization can take on class-like properties
(as argued below), but also because it can crowd out or substitute for
class formation of a more aggregate sort. Indeed, Durkheim argued that
occupational associations are destined to become the main organizational
form “intercalated between the state and the individual” (1960 [1893],
p. 28), supplanting both Marxian classes and other forms of interme-
diary organization (e.g., the family). Although Durkheim emphasized
the informal ties and bonds that were cultivated in occupational associa-
tions, he also laid out a variety of formal functions that such associations
were likely to assume, including (a) establishing and administering a sys-
tem of occupational ethics, (b) resolving conflicts among members and
with other associations, and (c) serving as elemental representative bod-
ies in political governance (see Durkheim 1960 [1893], pp. 26-7; also,
see Durkheim 1970a [1897], pp. 372-82). The foregoing functions are
best carried out at the local level because an “activity can be efficaciously
regulated only by a group intimate enough with it to know its functioning
[and] feel all its needs” (Durkheim 1960 [1893], p. 5).

These associations find their historical precedent in medieval guilds
and bear some resemblance to the professional and craft associations that
are now so ubiquitous. For Durkheim, it is revealing that occupational
associations have a long history that extends well into ancient times, with
early forms evidently appearing “as soon as there are trades” (Durkheim
1960 [1893], p. 7). If occupational associations have surfaced through-
out recent history, Durkheim reasoned that they must have a “time-
less authenticity” (Parkin 1992, p. 77) suggestive of important under-
lying functions. Among these functions, Durkheim particularly stressed

6 The views of Durkheim on occupational associations evolved and changed throughout his
career (see Hawkins [1994] for an excellent exegesis). In the early 1890s, Durkheim began
to lay out the positive functions of occupational associations, but at that time he regarded
them as a largely “temporary antidote to contemporary social problems” (Hawkins 1994,
p. 473). It was not until the late 1890s that his full-fledged “theory” of occupational
associations was formulated.
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that occupations can rein in excessive ambition and aspirations, if only
by inducing workers to calibrate their aspirations for remuneration to
the occupational norm rather than some less attainable standard. The
egoism unleashed by the breakdown of the traditional social order can
therefore be contained by subjecting workers to a new form of extra-
individual authority at the occupational level (Durkheim 1960 [1893],
p.- 10). By implication, the macro-level and micro-level stories in the
Division of Labor are closely linked, with the declining fortunes of big
classes reflecting, in part, the institutionalization of occupations and the
consequent legitimation of inequalities that both (a) undermine the unity
of the working class, and (b) convince workers to regard occupational dif-
ferences in remuneration (including those between big classes) as appro-
priate and acceptable. If there is a class analytic theory of history in
Durkheim, it is clearly one that emphasizes the role of occupations in jus-
tifying inequality, making it palatable, and hence undermining the more
spectacular theories of history that Marx and various neo-Marxians have
advanced.

The “localization” of the collective conscience

The rise of occupational associations is also relevant to the “problem of
order” and Durkheim’s putative solution to it.” As traditional forms of
organization wither away, there has been much concern in sociology (see
Parsons 1967, 1968 [1937]) that the forces of differentiation and spe-
cialization might prove to be maladaptive, leading to excessive egoism,
unrestrained individual action, and a diminished commitment to collec-
tive ends. This concern has, in turn, set off a search for countervailing
processes that might contain or at least offset these individuating forces.
When Durkheim is invoked in this literature, he is frequently credited
with recognizing that the modern collective conscience has been trans-
formed to encompass increasingly abstract and generalized sentiments,
especially those stressing the dignity of individuals (i.e., the “cult of the
individual”) and their right to freely pursue opportunities unhampered
by circumstances of birth (i.e., “equal opportunity”). In content, these
beliefs form a deeply individualistic “religion” (Durkheim 1960 [1893],
p. 172), but they are nonetheless shared across individuals and, as such,
constitute the modern-day collective conscience.

The latter story remains, however, partial and incomplete without a
parallel discussion of the rise of occupation-specific beliefs and how these

7 As is well known, Parsons (1949; 1967) sought to interpret all of classical sociology,
including the Division of Labor, as engaging directly with issues of social order. By con-
trast, other scholars (esp. Giddens 1983) have argued that Parsons imposed his own
idiosyncratic problematic on the work of others, especially that of Durkheim.



58 David Grusky

also operate to suppress egoism, bind workers to an extra-individual
community, and thereby counteract the forces of individuation.® To be
sure, Durkheim appreciated that modern occupations will not develop
the total, all-encompassing morality of traditional social systems (see
Pope and Johnson 1983, p. 684; Hawkins 1994, p. 464), yet he was
still impressed with how “imperative” (1960 [1893], p. 227) the rules
of occupational morality have been in the past and would likely come to
be in the future. This new form of solidarity links individuals to local
subgroupings (i.e., occupations) rather than the larger society itself; and,
consequently, the modern tendency is to move toward “moral polymor-
phism” (Durkheim (1958, p. 7), where this refers to the rise of multiple,
occupation-specific “centers of moral life.” At the level of values, the
Durkheimian solution thus references not only the integrative effects of
highly abstract system-wide sentiments, but also the “mechanical sol-
idarity” that persists as more concrete and specialized sentiments are
ratcheted down and reexpress themselves within occupational groupings
(see Parsons 1968 [1937], p. 339).°

This line of argument has of course been carried forward by subse-
quent generations of French sociologists. For example, Bouglé (1971
[1927]) treated the Indian caste system as an extreme case of “moral
polymorphism” in which the occupational communities are organized
in deeply hierarchical terms, are especially well-protected against “pol-
luting” interaction (e.g., intermarriage), and are self-reproducing to an
unusual degree (i.e., hereditary closure). Although the Indian case repre-
sents, for Bouglé, the purest form of the caste system, it is but a “unique
dilation of universal tendencies” (Bouglé 1971 [1927], p. 28) that gen-
erate profound occupational differentiation in all societies. Likewise,
Halbwachs (e.g, 1992 [1945]) argued that occupations tend to breed
distinctive traditions and forms of consciousness, with his examples of
such polymorphism often drawing on detailed occupations (e.g., general,
legislator, judge) as well as big classes (also, see Halbwachs 1958; Coser
1992, pp. 18-20). The Durkheimian imagery of “moral polymorphism”
emerges yet more clearly in the (comparatively) recent work of Bourdieu
(1984 [1979]). In Distinction: A Social Critique of the Fudgment of Taste,
Bourdieu (1984 [1979]) characterized the habitus and the distinctive

8 See Durkheim (1960 [1893], pp. 2, 4-5, 10), Pope and Johnson (1983, pp. 682-4). See
also Hawkins (1994) for a review of other relevant pieces.

9 If the terminology of Durkheim is strictly applied, it is inappropriate to refer to “mechan-
ical solidarity” in this context, as the latter term is reserved for traditional societies in
which the collective conscience consists of beliefs and sentiments shared by all. We have
appropriated the term here only because it clarifies that intra-occupational solidarity arises
from similarities among individuals (see Pope and Johnson [1983]).
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lifestyles it generates in terms of quite detailed occupations (e.g., pro-
fessors, nurses), albeit with the proviso that such occupations provide
only imperfect signals of “homogeneous conditions of existence” (1984,
p. 101).

For class analysts, the practical implication of this Durkheimian formu-
lation is that detailed occupations, more so than big classes, become the
main site at which distinctive attitudes and styles of life are generated.
As Durkheim puts it, occupations have their own cultures comprising
“certain ideas, certain usages, and certain ways of seeing things” (1956
[1911], p. 68), and workers participate in them as naturally and inevitably
as they “breathe the air” around them (1970b [1905], p. 286, translated
in Watts Miller 1996, p. 125). These specialized cultures arise because
(a) the forces of self-selection operate to bring similar workers into the
same occupation (Durkheim 1960 [1893], p. 229), (b) the resulting social
interaction with coworkers tends to reinforce and elaborate these shared
tastes and sentiments (Durkheim 1960 [1893], pp. 228-9, 361), and
(c) the incumbents of occupations have common interests that may be
pursued, in part, by aligning themselves with their occupation and pursu-
ing collective ends (Durkheim 1960 [1893], pp. 212-13). If communities
of practice indeed become localized in this fashion, then the conventional
micro-level objective of explaining class outcomes of all kinds (i.e., atti-
tudes, behaviors, lifestyles) is best pursued at the local occupational level.
In effect, Durkheim is describing a unification of class and Stand that,
according to Weber (1968b [1922]), occurs only rarely in the context of
conventional aggregate classes.

Occupations and organic solidariry

The Durkheimian solution to the problem of order comes in two parts,
the first involving the emergence of occupation-specific sentiments that
generate mechanical solidarity (as described above), and the second
involving the rise of occupational interdependencies that generate organic
solidarity. We turn to a consideration of the second part of the story and
its implications for class analysis. As before, we shall find that detailed
occupations play a central role in the Durkheimian vision, but now
as the elementary units of interdependence (i.e., “organic solidarity™)
rather than as repositories of shared moral sentiments (i.e., “mechanical
solidarity™).

The natural starting point here is the long-standing concern (e.g.,
Smith 1991 [1776]; Comte 1988 [1830]) that the forces of occupational
specialization and differentiation may be alienating because they render
work increasingly routine and repetitive. By way of response, Durkheim
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(1960 [1893]) suggests that such alienating effects can be countered when
workers are in “constant relations with neighboring functions” (p. 372),
thereby sensitizing them to their larger role within the division of labor
and convincing them that their “actions have an aim beyond themselves”
(pp. 372-3). In this sense, extreme specialization need not be intrinsically
alienating, as individuals will come to recognize and appreciate their con-
tribution to the collective enterprise, no matter how humble, repetitive,
or mundane that contribution happens to be.!? It bears emphasizing that
Durkheim again has local organization working to undermine aggregate
class formation; that is, constant contact with “neighboring functions”
(p. 372) allows workers to appreciate interdependencies and to infuse
their own work with some larger meaning, thus undermining any com-
peting Marxian interpretation of work as exploitative and alienating. In
the language of class analysis, Durkheim clearly has workers attending to
the “relational features” of intermediary groupings, yet the relations of
interest are those of visible cooperation and coordination at the micro-
level rather than hidden exploitation at the macro-level.

For Durkheim, organic solidarity is also normatively expressed through
the rise of occupational regulation that institutionalizes industrial conflict,
most notably that between labor and capital. As before, the claim here
is that occupational groupings will be the main impetus and carriers of
normative regulation, since they are close enough to the activity being
administered to “know its functioning, feel all its needs, and [understand
its] variations” (Durkheim 1960 [1893], p. 5). It follows that occupa-
tional associations will increasingly devise codes of conduct and spec-
ify the terms under which labor is divided. In early industrial systems,
such regulation is either lacking altogether (i.e., the “anomic division of
labor”) or is enforced without full consent of all parties (i.e., the “forced
division of labor™), and conflict therefore remains unchecked and revolu-
tionary ideologies become appealing. As the division of labor advances,
Durkheim expects regulation to develop spontaneously through social
intercourse and to become embodied in formal industrial law, with the
initial appeal of socialist and other revolutionary programs accordingly
undermined. The resulting normative regulation may again be seen as a
form of micro-level organization that works to impede class development
at the macro-level.

10 Although the skeptic might reasonably ask whether the banal collective ends of every-
day life are inspiring enough to infuse the most routine jobs with much meaning, the
Durkheimian position does become easier to appreciate when collectivities are oriented
to especially dramatic or uplifting objectives (e.g., fighting a war, building socialism) that
could render even the smallest of contributions morally significant and rewarding.
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Was Durkheim right?

It is useful at this point to consider whether the Durkheimian story about
the rise of local organization has any contemporary relevance. Although
class analysts routinely consider whether Marxian and Weberian formu-
lations have been “borne out,” the class analytic arguments of Durkheim
have not typically been put to similar test. To the contrary, the Division
of Labor is usually regarded as a quaint piece of disciplinary “prehistory”
(Barnes 1995, p. 170), and class analysts have felt no real need to engage
with it.

This fixation with Marx, Weber, and their followers is not especially
sensible given the course of recent history. In many ways, the labor mar-
ket has become increasingly “Durkheimianized,” not merely because
industrial conflict at the macro-class level has come to be regulated and
contained, but also because occupational groupings have emerged as the
elementary building blocks of modern and postmodern labor markets. As
Treiman (1977) notes, contemporary workers routinely represent their
career aspirations in occupational terms, while professional and voca-
tional schools are organized to train workers for occupationally defined
skills, and employers construct and advertise jobs in terms of corre-
sponding occupational designations (also, see Parsons 1954; Wilensky
1966). This “occupationalization” of the labor market has been fueled
by (a) a long-term growth in the size of the professional sector (with its
characteristically strong occupational associations), (b) the rise of new
quasi-professional occupations and associations built around emerging
abstract skills in the division of labor, (c) the growing application of such
devices as licensing, registration, and certification for the purposes of
effecting (partial) closure around occupational boundaries, and (d) the
strengthening of local labor unions (e.g., the American Federation of
Teachers) as more encompassing visions of the labor movement unravel
and “sectional self-interest ... becomes the order of the day” (Marshall
et al. 1988, p. 7; also, Visser 1988, p. 167).!! These considerations led
Krause (1971) to conclude long ago that “there has historically been more
occupation-specific consciousness and action than cross-occupational

11 There is, to be sure, a contemporary literature on “post-occupationalism?” that describes
the gradual withering away of functionally defined positions. This literature rests
on the claim that contemporary organizations are relying increasingly on teamwork,
cross-training, and multi-activity jobs that break down conventional occupation-based
distinctions (e.g., Casey 1995). These changes, if indeed they are underway, should
be regarded as a recent and modest setback for the occupationalizing forces that have
dominated the post-Durkheim period. Moreover, the post-occupationalist account is not
without its critics, some of whom have argued that the “pressures for an occupational
logic of organizing may in fact be rising” (Barley 1995, p. 40).
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combination” (p. 87; also, see Freidson 1994, pp. 75-91; Van Maanen
and Barley 1984, pp. 331-3; Dahrendorf 1959). Indeed, when the history
of guilds, unions, and related production-based associations is reevalu-
ated from the long view, it becomes clear that true classwide organization
emerged for only a brief historical moment and that postmodern forms are
reverting back to localism and sectionalism. The foregoing interpretation
is consistent with the Durkheimian formula that micro-level organiza-
tion crowds out and substitutes for class formation of a more aggregate
sort.

This is not to suggest, of course, that the site of production has evolved
entirely as Durkheim envisaged. As we see it, Durkheim was remark-
ably prescient in discerning the occupationalizing forces at work, but he
clearly overstated the power of these forces and the consequent speed
with which they might possibly play out. The Durkheimian formula is
especially vulnerable on the three counts reviewed below.

Multifunctionalism and competing associational forms

In most of his relevant essays, Durkheim has occupational associations
taking on a wide variety of functions, such as (a) regulating the labor
market through norms governing pay, working conditions, and inter-
occupational relations, (b) providing a gemeinschaftlich setting in which
workers can “lead the same moral life together” (Durkheim 1960 [1893],
p. 15), and (c) serving as an “essential organ of public life” charged with
electing parliamentary delegates (Durkheim 1960 [1893], p. 27). Relative
to these expectations, contemporary occupational associations might well
seem poorly developed, especially with respect to the political functions
served. There is, to be sure, much political action at the detailed occu-
pational level (see, e.g., Abbott 1988), but nowhere have occupations
achieved the central, direct, and formal role in political governance that
Durkheim outlined. Rather, occupations are typically consigned to the
role of lobbying the state for highly specialized benefits, most notably the
right to train and certify members and to otherwise establish control over
the supply of labor. Even in this limited domain, occupational associations
continue to compete with alternative associational forms, including most
obviously labor unions. As Durkheim anticipated, the conflict between
labor and capital has indeed been tamed and contained, but this has
occurred as much by institutionalizing large unions as by replacing them
with occupational associations or local craft unions. The resulting web
of associational forms is inconsistent with the Durkheimian imagery of
all-purpose associations that divide the workforce into mutually exclusive
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groups, squeeze out all competing organization, and accordingly become
the sole intermediary between the individual and the state.'?

Incomplete occuparionalization

In some sectors of the class structure, occupational associations have
simply failed to emerge, either because they have been overrun by com-
peting forms (e.g., unions) or because social organization of all forms has
proven unviable. For example, occupationalization has not yet taken hold
in the lower manual sector, presumably due to low skill levels, limited
investments in training, and relatively rapid changes in manufacturing
process. It is unclear whether these poorly organized sectors will remain
unorganized, will ultimately develop strategies allowing for some form
of closure and occupationalization, or will continue to decline in size
and eventually wither away. Although skill upgrading works to diminish
the proportion of the workforce in poorly organized sectors, this pro-
cess has of course played out only fitfully and may have reached its limit
(e.g., Spenner 1995).'% The contemporary class structure is best viewed,
then, as a complex patchwork of moral communities and realist occu-
pations interspersed with large regions of purely nominal categories in
which occupationalization has yet to play out, if ever it will.'*

Cross-national variation

There is also much cross-national variation in the extent to which the
labor market has become occupationalized (see table 3.1; also, see Grusky
and Weeden 2001, p. 210; Grusky and Serensen 1998, pp. 1220-2). The
German labor market, for example, is built directly on institutionalized
occupational groupings and may therefore be seen as an especially suc-
cessful realization of the Durkheimian formula.!” As scholars have long
stressed, Germany has well-developed systems of vocational training and

12 Unlike Tocqueville (2000 [1835]), Durkheim regarded the proliferation of multiple and
overlapping intermediary groupings as maladaptive, indicating “the absence or weakness
of central authority” (see Hawkins 1994, p. 476).

Moreover, even in regions of the occupational structure that are well organized, one
often finds complex combinations of nested and overlapping occupational associations
that belie the simpler structure that Durkheim seemed to anticipate.

In conventional class analyses, the site of production is represented in either nominalist
or realist terms, and the fundamentally hybrid character of modern class systems has
therefore gone unappreciated.

However, given that aggregate classes persist in Germany as well-developed and deeply
institutionalized groupings, the correspondence with the Durkheimian formulation is
imperfect at best (see table 3.1).

13
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Table 3.1 Countries classified by type and amount
of class structuration

Disaggregate structuration

Aggregate structuration High Low
High Germany Sweden
Low US Japan

apprenticeship, both of which serve to encourage occupation-specific
investments and promote professional commitment and craftsmanship
(e.g., Blossfeld 1992). In systems of this sort, workers must invest in
a single trade early in their careers, and the correspondingly high costs
of retraining produce relatively closed occupational groupings. The case
of Japan reveals, to the contrary, the extent to which local structuration
can be institutionally suppressed. The standard characterization of Japan
emphasizes such distinguishing features as an educational curriculum
that is generalist in orientation rather than functionally differentiated,
a vocational training system that cultivates firm-specific “nenko skills”
(Dore 1973) through teamwork and continuous job rotation, an orga-
nizational commitment to lifetime employment that further strengthens
firm-specific ties at the expense of more purely occupational ones, and
a weakly developed system of enterprise unions that cuts across func-
tional specializations and hence eliminates any residual craft-based loyal-
ties (Ishida 1993; Cole 1979; Dore 1973). This conjunction of forces thus
produces a “post-occupational system” that some commentators (e.g.,
Casey 1995) might well regard as prototypically postmodern. Finally, the
Swedish case is equally problematic for Durkheim, not merely because
occupational solidarities have been suppressed through “active labor mar-
ket” programs (Esping-Andersen 1988, pp. 47-53), but also because
aggregate classes have become corporate actors in ways that Durkheim
explicitly ruled out as developmentally abnormal. Arguably, Sweden pro-
vides the textbook case of class formation of the aggregate variety, given
that craft unionism and guild organization have long been supplanted
by classwide forms of collective bargaining. It follows that “abnormal”
organizational forms have, at least in Sweden, had rather more staying
power than Durkheim allowed.

The occupationalizing forces that Durkheim emphasizes have therefore
been suppressed in some countries and sectors of the labor force. The
main question that emerges is whether these zones of resistance (a) will
ultimately be overcome by the forces for occupationalization, (b) will live
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on in current form as testimony to the diversity of solutions to contempo-
rary organizational problems, or (c) are best regarded as signaling some
fundamental defect in the Durkheimian formula that will ultimately reveal
itself more widely and reverse previously dominant tendencies toward
sectionalism, localism, and occupationalization. Although there is clearly
much room here for debate and speculation, we are of course inclined
toward (a) and (b) as the most plausible interpretations, all the more so
because the distinctive institutional arrangements of Sweden and Japan
are under increasing threat and are no longer as frequently held up by
class analysts as alternatives to be emulated.

Contemporary class analysis

We have so far argued that Durkheim deserves some credit for anticipating
both the demise of aggregate classes (i.e., the negative macro-level story)
and the rise of local organization at the site of production (i.e., the positive
micro-level story). If this Durkheimian interpretation of the course of
recent history is accepted, it raises the question of how class analysis
might now be pursued. We suggest that two changes in contemporary
practice are warranted: (a) the search for big classes and the sociological
principles underlying them should no longer be treated as the sine qua
non of the class analytic enterprise, and (b) the focus of class analysis
might usefully shift to a local level that has heretofore been dismissed as
irrelevant to research and theorizing on social class. We develop below
the case for each of these arguments.

The virtues of a realist account

As for the first point, our concern is that class analysis has become discon-
nected from the institutional realities of contemporary labor markets, with
scholars positing class mappings that are represented as analytically mean-
ingful even though they have no legal or institutional standing and are not
salient to employers, workers, or anyone else (save a small cadre of aca-
demics). This criticism applies, for example, to such standard sociological
categories as “semicredentialed supervisors” (Wright 1997), “operatives”
(Featherman and Hauser 1978), “professionals and managers” (Ehren-
reich and Ehrenreich 1977), and “routine non-manuals” (Erikson and
Goldthorpe 1992). Although class categories of this conventional sort
are only shallowly institutionalized in the labor market, the class analyst
nonetheless attempts to build a case for them (a) by claiming that they
are consistent with the class analytic “logic” of some revered theorist
(i.e., the “exegetical” justification), (b) by arguing that such categories,
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while currently latent, will nonetheless reveal themselves in the future
and ultimately become classes “fiir sich” (i.e., the “latency” claim), or (c)
by suggesting that these categories capture much of the important vari-
ability in life chances, political behavior, or other outcomes of interest
(i.e., the “explained variance” justification). The latter claim has at least
the virtue of being testable, yet in practice the proffered tests have involved
little more than demonstrating that the preferred class mapping has some
explanatory value, leaving open the question of whether other mappings
might perform yet better (e.g., Evans and Mills1998; Marshall ez al. 1988;
Hout, Brooks, and Manza 1993; cf. Halaby and Weakliem 1993).

This conventional “analytic” approach often rests on the logic that
scholars should look beyond surface appearances and somehow discern
more fundamental forces at work. It is no accident, we suspect, that
surface appearances came to be seen as misleading just as aggregate cate-
gories began to wither away. After all, the modern analyst who continues
to serve up aggregate schemes in the modern context has no choice but
to justify them via some deeper logic, thereby converting what would
appear to be a defect (i.e., shallow institutionalization) into a virtue. This
approach, while now dominant, is of course peculiarly modern. In charac-
terizing stratification systems of the past, sociologists have typically relied
on categories that were deeply institutionalized (e.g., estates, castes), thus
rendering them sensible and meaningful to intellectuals and the lay public
alike.

If sociologists were to return to this strategy today, it would lead them
directly to the micro-level of production, where Durkheim presciently
argued that deeply institutionalized categories will be found. The start-
ing point for a modern Durkheimian analysis is accordingly the “unit
occupation,” which may be defined as a grouping of technically similar
jobs that is institutionalized in the labor market through such means as (a)
an association or union, (b) licensing or certification requirements, or (c)
widely diffused understandings (among employers, workers, and others)
regarding efficient or otherwise preferred ways of organizing production
and dividing labor. The unit occupations so defined are often generated
through jurisdictional struggles between competing groups over func-
tional niches in the division of labor (e.g., Abbott 1988). As Granovetter
and Tilly (1988) note, “Our encrusted and reified sense that one task
is for orderlies, another for nurses, and yet another for doctors. . .is the
result of legal, political, and economic struggles, just as are the names
of the professions themselves” (p. 190). We have thus defined unit occu-
pations in terms of the social boundaries that are constructed through
closure-generating devices of various kinds. By contrast, statisticians often
describe the task of constructing occupational classifications in narrowly
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technical terms, as if the categories defined in such schemes were merely
aggregates of positions sharing “general functions and principal duties
and tasks” (International Labor Office 1990 [1968], p. 5; also, Hauser
and Warren 1997, p. 180). Although all unit occupations do indeed com-
prise technically similar tasks, this constraint hardly suffices in itself to
account for the classification decisions that are embodied in conven-
tional occupational schemes, given that the criterion of technical simi-
larity could justify an infinity of possible combinations and aggregations
of jobs. This is not to imply, of course, that socially constructed bound-
aries are always to be found; to the contrary, the technical division of
labor is clearly “occupationalized” to varying degrees, with some sectors
remaining disorganized because of minimal skill barriers or other imped-
iments (see “Incomplete occupationalization” above). In these sectors,
the task of defining unit occupations is perforce difficult, involving as it
does the identification of social boundaries that are, at best, in incipient
form and may never come to be well defended.'®

Should class analysts care about local organization?

The preceding hopefully makes the case that scholars have over-invested
in the search for aggregate classes and under-invested in the study of
more deeply institutionalized groupings at the disaggregate level. The
critic might well counter, however, that the study of local organization
is perfectly suitable for scholars of occupations and professions, but is
hardly the heady stuff deserving of attention of class analysts proper
(see Goldthorpe 2002; Kingston 2000). This reaction, while understand-
able, nonetheless fails to appreciate the class-like behavior that emerges
at the local level. We have argued elsewhere (Grusky and Serensen
1998, pp. 1,196-212) that occupations act collectively on behalf of their
members, extract rent and exploit nonmembers, shape life chances and
lifestyles, and otherwise behave precisely as class theorists have long
thought aggregate classes should. If class analysts wish to demonstrate
that advanced economies are “lumpy” amalgams of competing groups
(rather than seamless neoclassical markets), they would accordingly do
well to turn to the local level and analyze the occupational associations

16 The concept of “unit occupation” is further an artifice given that one typically finds
complex webs of nested and overlapping boundaries that are not easily reducible to an
exhaustive set of mutually exclusive occupations. It follows that sociologists do violence
to the data by assuming that each worker must be mapped into one and only one occu-
pation. However, insofar as such simplifying assumptions continue to be relied upon,
our approach requires class analysts to identify the dominant jurisdictional settlements
at the disaggregate level.
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that emerge around functional niches in the division of labor. The purpose
of this section is to elaborate the above argument for each of the social
organizational processes (i.e., identification, closure, collective action,
proximate structuration) that class analysts have sought, largely unsuc-
cessfully, to uncover at the aggregate level.

Identification and awareness: It is natural to begin by considering the
subjective domain of class systems. Although both Marx and Durkheim
anticipated a great clearing operation in which solidarities outside the
productive realm (e.g., ethnic or regional ties) would wither away, they
differed on whether aggregate or disaggregate groupings would be the
main beneficiaries of this development. The aggregate account appears,
of course, to have lost out. To be sure, some sociologists remain convinced
that contemporary identities are strongly shaped by aggregate affiliations
(e.g., Marshall er al. 1988), but the prevailing post-Marxist position is
that big classes now have only a weak hold over workers. For example,
Emmison and Western (1990) report that only 7 percent of all Australians
choose a big class as a “very important” identity, while other commenta-
tors (e.g., Saunders 1989) have stressed that open-ended queries about
class identification tend to yield confused responses, refusals to answer,
and even explicit denials that classes exist. This evidence has led many
sociologists to conclude that class is now a “passive identity” (Bradley
1996, p. 72) and that the realm of production is no longer the dom-
inant or principal locus of identity formation (e.g., Hall 1988; Pakul-
ski and Waters 1996a). As we see it, the latter conclusion is overstated
and fails to appreciate the continuing power of class analysis, at least in
the expanded form that we are proposing here. The Emmison-Western
results are again revealing on this point, since they indicate that detailed
occupational groupings continue to be one of the main social identities
for contemporary workers (Emmison and Western 1990, pp. 247-8).
Likewise, there is much qualitative research suggesting that individual
identities and self-definitions are strongly affected by occupational affil-
iations, almost to the point of bearing out a Durkheimian “essentialist”
view that such ties provide a master identity.!” These results are hardly
surprising given that occupational affiliations are so routinely solicited
in everyday interactions. For example, firms often request occupational
information from clients and customers, while individuals proceed like-
wise in their opening gambits at parties, business meetings, and other
social gatherings. The state also collects detailed occupational informa-
tion when marriages, births, or deaths occur, when state benefits are
requested and taxes collected, when censuses and labor force surveys are

17 See, for instance, Zabusky and Barley (1996), Mortimer and Lorence (1995), Freidson
(1994, pp. 89-91).
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administered, and when immigrants, citizens, and jurors are admitted or
selected. The disaggregate “language of occupation” is accordingly well
developed and widely diffused, whereas the aggregate language of class is
spoken almost exclusively in academic institutions. This state of affairs,
while perhaps too obvious to interest class analysts searching for deeper
truths, is also too important to ignore when attention turns to the social
organization of the labor market and subjective understandings of this
organization.

Social closure: If subjectivist models of class were once dominant in soci-
ology (e.g., Warner, Meeker, and Bells 1949), they have now been super-
seded by approaches that focus on the social processes by which class
membership is restricted to qualified eligibles.'® These models empha-
size not only the institutionalized means by which closure is secured (e.g.,
private property, credentials, licenses) but also the efforts of excluded
parties to challenge these institutions and the inequality that they main-
tain. While closure theory provides, then, a new sociological language
for understanding inter-class relations, the actual class mappings posited
by closure theorists have proven to be standard aggregate fare. The two-
class solution proposed, for example, by Parkin (1979, p. 58) features
an exclusionary class comprising those who control productive capital or
professional services and a subordinate class comprising all those who
are excluded from these positions of control. This tendency to default
to aggregate mappings reveals the hegemony of big-class formulations
and the consequent inability of class analysts, even those armed with
closure theory, to imagine any alternatives. Indeed, if closure theory
were somehow reinvented without the coloration of class analytic con-
vention, its authors would likely emphasize that the real working institu-
tions of closure (e.g., professional associations, craft unions) are largely
local associations “representing the credential-holders themselves”
(Murphy 1988, p. 174). In most cases, the underlying mechanisms of
closure (e.g., licensing, credentialing, apprenticeships) do not govern
entry to aggregate classes, but instead serve only to control entry (and
exit) at the more detailed occupational level. By contrast, there are no
analogous organizations that represent aggregate classes, nor are there
jurisdictional settlements or closure devices that are truly aggregate in
scope.?

18 See Freidson (1994, pp. 80-84), Murphy (1988), Collins (1979), Parkin (1979), Weber
(1968 [1922]).

19 The forces for aggregate closure are arguably better developed outside the workplace. For
example, post-secondary schools generate closure within a broadly defined professional-
managerial class, both by virtue of (a) the generalist post-secondary degrees that are
“redeemable” for positions throughout this class, and (b) the classwide constriction of
interaction that occurs within campus settings. Similarly, residential segregation may be
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Collective action: For most neo-Marxists, social closure is of interest
not because it provides a vehicle for pursuing purely local interests (e.g.,
“trade union consciousness”), but rather because it allegedly facilitates
the development of classwide interests and grander forms of inter-class
conflict. The aggregate classes identified by contemporary sociologists
have so far shown a decided reluctance to act in accord with such theo-
rizing. This quiescence at the aggregate level initially prompted various
neo-Marxian salvage efforts (e.g., Poulantzas 1974; Wright 1985; Korpi
1983) and then provoked a more radical postmodernist reaction in which
interests were held to be increasingly defined and established outside the
realm of production (e.g., Larafna, Johnston, and Gusfield 1994). The
latter form of postmodernism, popular as it is, overlooks the simple fact
that much collective action flows unproblematically out of structurally
defined groupings, albeit only when those groupings are defined in less
aggregate terms than is conventionally the case. The three principal types
of collective action at the level of unit occupations are (a) downwardly
directed closure strategies designed to restrict access to occupational
positions, (b) lateral competitive struggles between occupational asso-
ciations over functional niches in the division of labor, and (c) upwardly
directed collective action oriented toward securing occupation-specific
benefits (e.g., monopoly protection) from the state and from employers.
This emphasis on instrumental action at the micro-level is not incon-
sistent with a Durkheimian formulation. To be sure, Durkheim glossed
over all discussion of the instrumental pursuits of occupational associa-
tions, but this was largely because he took them for granted and so