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Preface

In this volume the reader will find the debate provoked by the publi-
cation of Erik Olin Wright’s already influential Classes (Verso, 1985),
together with Wright’s sustained reconceptualization prompted by this
discussion.

Classes was distinguished by its clarity of exposition, its orientation to
research and its concern for the wider relevance of sociological theory
and findings to politics, philosophy and history. These qualities will also
be found in the present collection. Readers who have not read Classes,
or who would like to refresh their memory of it, will find its principal
theses summarized in Chapter 1.

Political parties, trade unions, or campaigning organizations all need
a map of the society in which they operate, and few matters are less
contestable today than the persistence of social differentiation and
inequality. What allies may be sought by those seeking social trans-
formation and what interests are at stake when the prevailing pattern of
social relations is challenged? The contributors to The Debate on Classes
are concerned with these issues as well as with the adequacy of present
sociological models.

Wright’s original work drew on Marxist and Weberian ideas to link
class theory to historical development and to the different interests,
outlook and potential of the various major social classes. One of
Wright’s most original perceptions has been the insistence that indi-
viduals do not necessarily fit into only one social class and that there is
in fact a series of ‘contradictory class locations’ in which some find
themselves at the intersection of different class positions. This fruitful
idea is retained by Wright in the bold reformulation to be found in
Chapter 8 of this volume.

The Debate on Classes is an example of a scholarly—and political—
controversy in which there is also a willingness to re-examine pre-
conceptions and to submit argument to empirical tests.

Verso
April 1989
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A General Framework for the

Analysis of Class Structure®
Erik Olin Wright

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

At the heart of the recent resurgence of Marxist theorizing on the
problem of class has been what might be termed the “embarrassment” of
the middle class. For all of their disagreements, all Marxists share a basic
commitment to a polarized abstract concept of class relations. Yet, at
least at first glance, the concrete class structures of contemporary
advanced capitalist societies look anything but polarized.' This empirical
evidence of a large middle class has provided critics of Marxism with
one of their principal arguments against Marxist class theory. In
response, a variety of solutions to the problem of the middle class have
been proposed in the recent Marxist debates.

Without going into any detail, it is possible to identify four broadly
different strategies that Marxists have adopted to deal with the con-
ceptual problem of nonpolarized class positions within a logic of polar-
ized class relations.? First, the class structure of advanced capitalist
societies really is polarized; the “middle class” is strictly an ideological
illusion. This position deals with the problem of the middle class by

*This essay appeared in 1984, jusl before the publication of Classes. It represents a basic
summary of the core arguments of the book, and does not reflect any of the new thinking
of the problems of class which has been stimulated by the subsequeni debate.

1. The scope of this paper will be restricled to the problem of class structure as such.
This is not 10 suggesl thal class structure exhausts class analysis: the problems of class for-
mation, class slruggle, and class consciousness are also important and will be 1ouched on
briefly toward the end of the paper. My assumption is, however, thal the decoding of the
structural properties of class is a conceptual precondilion for elaborating these other
aspects of class theory. For a discussion of the inlerconneclion among these aspects of class
analysis, see E.O. Wrighl, Class, Crisis and the State (London: Verso, 1978), pp. 97-108.

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

3



4 THE DEBATE ON CLASSES

denying the problem itself. Second, the middle class should be viewed as
a segment of some other class, typically a “new petty bourgeoisie” or
“new working class.” In this strategy the basic class map of capitalism
remains intact, but significant internal differentiations within classes are
added to the analysis of class structure. Third, the middle class is really a
new class in its own right, completely distinct from either the bour-
geoisie, the proletariat, or the petty bourgeoisie. Sometimes this class is
given a specific name, such as the Professional Managerial Class,* some-
times it is simply called “the New Class.”* By adding entirely new classes
to the class structure, this approach more radically alters the class map
of capitalism than the class-segment strategy. Fourth, the positions
aggregated under the popular rubric “middle class” are not really in a
class at all. Rather they should be viewed as locations that are simultane-
ously in more than one class, positions that I have characterized as “con-
tradictory locations within class relations.”® Managers, for example,
should be viewed as simultaneously in the working class (in so far as
they are wage laborers dominated by capitalists) and in the capitalist
class (in so far as they control the operation of production and the labor
of workers). This strategy departs most from the traditional Marxist
vision of class structure since the very meaning of a “location” is altered:
there is no longer a one-to-one correspondence between structural
locations filled by individuals and classes.

I no longer feel that this fourth solution is satisfactory. Specifically, it
suffers from two important problems that it shares with most other neo-
Marxist conceptualizations of class structure: it tends to shift the analysis
of class relations from exploitation to domination; and it implicitly
regards socialism—a society within which the working class is the “ruling
class”—as the only possible alternative to capitalism.

Domination versus Exploitation

Throughout the development of the concept of contradictory class
locations I have insisted that this was a reformulation of a distinctively

3. The leading proponent of the concept of the “new petty bourgeoisie” is N.
Poulantzas, Classes in Contemporary Capitalism (London: Verso, 1975). For the new-
working-class concept, see S. Mallet, La Nouvelle Classe Ouvriére (Paris: Seuil, 1963).

4. B. Ehrenreich and J. Ehrenreich, “The Professional and Managerial Class,” Radical
America, vol. 11, no. 2 (1977).

5. A. Gouldner, The Future of Intellectuals and the Rise of the New Class (New York:
Seabury Press, 1979); and G. Konrad and 1. Szelenyi, Intellectuals on the Road to Class
Power (New York: Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovitch, 1979).

6. E.O. Wright, “Class Boundaries in Advanced Capitalist Societies,” New Left
Review, no. 98 (1976); and Class, Crisis and the State. See also G. Carchedi, The Econ-
omic Identification of Social Classes (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1977).



FRAMEWORK FOR THE ANALYSIS OF CLASS STRUCTURE 5

Marxist class concept. As part of the rhetoric of such an enterprise, I
affirmed the relationship between class and exploitation. Nevertheless,
in practice the concept of contradictory locations within class relations
rested almost exclusively on relations of domination rather than exploit-
ation. Reference to exploitation functioned more as a background
concept to the discussion of classes than as a constitutive element of the
analysis of class structures. Managers, for example, were basically
defined as a contradictory location because they were simultaneously
dominators and dominated. Domination relations were also decisive in
defining the class character of “semiautonomous employees”—locations
that, I argued, were simultaneously petty bourgeois and proletarian by
virtue of their self-direction within the labor process—since “autonomy”
defines a condition with respect to domination. This same tendency of
substituting domination for exploitation at the core of the concept of
class is found in most other neo-Marxist conceptualizations of class
structure.

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

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

Domination-centered concepts of class also tend to slide into what
can be termed “the multiple oppressions” approach to understanding

7. The concept of “objective interests” is, needless to say, highly contested, and even if
we place exploilation al lhe cenler of our analysis of class il is still problematic to assert
thal classes so defined have unequivocal objective interests. The claim rests on the
assumption lhat individuals have objeclive inleresis in their material conditions of exislence
regardless of what they think, but this claim is open to dispute. For useful discussions of 1he
problem of objeclivity of inlerests, see: R. Geuss, The Idea of Critical Theory: Habermas
and the Frankfurt Schoo! (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981); W. Connolly,
“On Interests in Politics,” Politics and Society 2, no. 4 (1972), pp. 459-77; and 1. Balbus,
;’ghtlz Concept of Interest in Pluralisl and Marxist Analysis,” Politics and Society, February

71.



6 THE DEBATE ON CLASSES

society. Societies, in this view, are characterized by a plurality of
oppressions each rooted in a different form of domination—sexual,
racial, national, economic—none of which has any explanatory priority
over any other. Class, then, becomes just one of many oppressions, with
no particular centrality for social and historical analysis. How important
class is in a given society becomes an historically contingent question.®

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

Classes in Postcapitalist Societies

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

The actual historical experience of the twentieth century has called
into question, although not unambiguously refuted, this historical vision.
As I have argued elsewhere, it is necessary to at least entertain the
possibility of postcapitalist class structures.!’ The difficulty is that with

8. This view is characleristic of what is somelimes called “posl-Marxis1” radical theory.
Some of lhe leading examples of 1his work include: M. Albert and R. Hahnel, Marxism
and Socialist Theory (Boslon: South End Press, 1981); J. Cohen, Class and Civil Society
(Amhersl: University of Massachussells Press, 1982); and S. Aaronowitz, The Crisis of
Historical Materialism (New York: Praeger, 1981).

9. One mighl also argue lhal lhe importance Marxisls accord class is not necessary for
a lheory of historical Irajeclories. Such a lheory could perhaps be based on gender, 1he
slale, or olher faclors. Indeed, the legilimacy of a lheory of hislorical Irajeclories can ilself
be rejecled. Hislorical developmeni could be viewed as a slriclly conlingenl oulcome of an
array of aulonomous causal processes rather lhan having any overall delermination. These
are serious objeclions and cannol be dismissed oul of hand. For presenl purposes my claim
is simply 1hat if one does wanl 10 relain lhe tradilional Marxisl commilmenl 1o class
analysis, then the shift to a domination-centered concept of class poses problems. For a
preliminary discussion of some of lhese arguments, see E.O. Wrighi, “Gidden’s Critique of
Marxism,” New Left Review, no. 139 (1983); and idem, Classes (London: Verso, 1985),
ch. 2.

10. E.O. Wrighl, “Capilalism’s Fulures,” Socialist Review, no. 68 (1983).
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very few exceptions, the conceptual frameworks adopted by Marxists for
analyzing capitalist class relations do not contain adequate criteria for
understanding postcapitalist classes.!' In particular, all of the class cate-
gories in my analysis of contradictory locations within class relations
were either situated firmly within capitalist relations (bourgeoisie,
managers, workers) or in contradictory locations involving basically
precapitalist relations (semiautonomous employees, the petty bour-
geoisie, small employers). There were no elements within this analysis of
class relations in capitalist society that could point the direction for the
analysis of postcapitalist classes. The result is a tendency for discussions
of postcapitalist class structures—the class structures of “actually existing
socialism”—to have a very ad hoc character to them.

Given these conceptual problems—the shift from exploitation to
domination and the lack of a conceptual basis for analyzing poscapitalist
classes—there are really two theoretical alternatives that could be pur-
sued. One possibility is to celebrate the shift to a domination-centered
concept and use this new class concept as the basis for analyzing both
capitalist and postcapitalist society. This would lead class analysis firmly
in the direction of Dahrendorf’s analysis of classes as positions within
authority relations.'? A second alternative is to attempt to restore
exploitation as the center of class analysis in such a way that it can both
accommodate the empirical complexities of the middle class within capi-
talism and the historical reality of postcapitalist class structures. It is this
second course of action that I will pursue in the rest of this paper.

The basis for this reconstruction of an exploitation-centered concept
of class comes from the recent work of John Roemer.'> While Roemer
himself has not been particularly concerned with problems of empirical
investigation or the elaboration of concrete maps of class structures,

11. A partial exception to this can be found in arguments for the existence of a “new
class” of inlellectuals and/or bureaucrals in capilalist and postcapitalist society. See: A.
Gouldner, The Future of Intellectuals; and 1. Szelenyi and W. Martin, New Class Theory
and Beyond (unpublished book manuscript, Department of Sociology, University of
Wisconsin, 1985).

12. R. Dahrendorf, Class and Class Conflict in Industrial Society (Palo Alto: Stanford
University Press, 1959).

13. Roemer is a Marxist economist engaged in a long-term project of elaborating what
he calls the “microfoundalions” of Marxist theory. His most important work is entilled A
General Theory of Exploitation and Class (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1982).
A debale over 1his work in which I participated appears in Politics and Society, vol. 11,
no. 3: J. Roemer, “Recent Developments in the Marxist Theory of Exploitation and
Class”, and E.O. Wright, “The Siatus of the Political in the Concept of Class Structure.”
Roemer is actively engaged in a circle of scholars who meet periodically to discuss
problems of the conceptual foundalions of Marxist theory that includes Jon Elster, G.A.
Cohen, Adam Przeworski, Philippe von Parijs, Robert Van der Veen, Robert Brenner, and
myself.



8 THE DEBATE ON CLASSES

nevertheless his work does provide a rich foundation for such
endeavors. As I will attempt to show, with suitable modification and
extension, his strategy of analysis can provide a rigorous basis for resol-
ving the problems in the concept of contradictory class locations.

Roemer’s Account of Class and Exploitation

The Concept of Exploitation

We observe inequalities in the distribution of incomes, the real
consumption packages available to individuals, families, groups. The
concept of exploitation is a particular way of analyzing such inequalities.
To describe an inequality as reflecting exploitation is to make the claim
that there exists a particular kind of causal relationship between the
incomes of different actors. More concretely, we will say that the rich
exploit the poor when two things can be established: that the welfare of
the rich causally depends on the deprivations of the poor—the rich are
rich because the poor are poor; and that the welfare of the rich depends
upon the effort of the poor—the rich, through one mechanism or
another, appropriate part of the fruits of labor of the poor. The first of
these criteria by itself defines economic oppression, but not exploitation.
Unemployed workers, in these terms, are economically oppressed but
not exploited. Exploitation implies both economic oppression and
appropriation of at least part of the social surplus by the oppressor.'
The traditional Marxist concept of exploitation is clearly a special
case of this general concept."” In Marxian exploitation one class appro-
priates the surplus labor performed by another class through various
mechanisms. The income of the exploiting class comes from the labor
performed by the exploited class. There is thus a straightforward causal
linkage between the poverty and effort of the exploited and the afflu-
ence of the exploiter. The latter benefits at the expense of the former.
Roemer has attempted to elaborate this view of exploitation using
two strategies. The first of these involves studying through a series of
formal mathematical models the flows of “surplus labor” from one cate-
gory of actors to another in the course of various exchange relations; the

14. For a fuller discussion of the distinction between economic oppression and exploit-
ation, see Wright, Classes, ch. 3.

15. Roemer has demonstrated, convincingly 1 think, that there are particular circum-
stances in which Marxian exploitation does not correspond to this more general definition:
there are cases where there are labor transfers from one actor to another that would be
technically exploitative in the Marxian sense but that do not satisfy the above conditions.
For the present purposes we need not engage these special cases.
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second involves adopting a kind of game-theory approach to specifying
different forms of exploitation. Let us briefly examine each of these in
turn.

The Labor-Transfer Approach

The analysis of labor transfers is an extension of the traditional Marxist
view of exploitation, although Roemer self-consciously does not rely on
the labor theory of value in order to explore such labor transfers.!'¢ The
main target of his analysis is the view, commonly held by Marxists, that a
necessary condition for the exploitation of labor in a market economy is
the institution of wage labor. Roemer demonstrates two basic propo-
sitions. First, Roemer demonstrates that exploitation can occur in an
economy in which all producers own their own means of production and
in which there is no market in labor power and no credit market (that is,
no borrowing). The only things that are traded are products. In such an
economy if different producers own different amounts of productive
assets such that different producers have to work different numbers of
hours to produce the exchange-equivalent of their own subsistence, then
free trade among these producers will lead to exploitation of the asset
poor by the asset rich. What Roemer shows in this simple economy is
not simply that some producers work less than others for the same
subsistence, but that the workers who work less are able to do so
because the less-endowed producers have to work more. The critical
proof in this example is that if the asset-poor person simply stopped
producing—died—and the asset-rich person took over the asset-poor’s
assets, then the asset-rich producer would have to work longer hours
than before to maintain the same subsistence.!” There is thus not merely
an inequality among the producers in this economy, but exploitation as
well.

16. While Roemer’s work should nol be viewed as an example of lhe “Sraffian™
crilique of lhe labor lheory of value, he shares wilh Sraffian economisls like 1. Sleedman,
Marx after Sraffa (London: Verso, 1977), lhe thesis lhal the labor theory of value should
be dismissed enlirely. It is, in Roemer's view, simply wrong as the basis for any theorelical
underslanding of exchange and unnecessary for an underslanding of capilalist exploitalion.

17. The technical form of lhe argumenl involves conslructing general equilibrium
models based on relatively simple maximizing behaviors of the aclors. As in all general
equilibrium models, lhese models depend upon the specific assumplions adopted concern-
ing preference struclures and produclion functions. Recenlly, in an essay enlitled, “Should
Marxists Be Interesled in Exploitalion?” Working Paper no. 221 (University of California,
Davis, Department of Economics, 1983), Roemer has shown that il is possible to conslruct
models in which the oulcomes violale lhe logic of lhe concept of exploitalion (for example,
if the preference for leisure over labor declines as ownership of assets increases, lhen il can
happen lhal labor transfers will flow from lhe rich lo the poor under certain inslilulional
arrangements). For the purposes of the present analysis, 1 will ignore these complications.
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Second, Roemer demonstrates that there is complete symmetry in the
structure of exploitation in a system in which capital hires wage laborers
and in a system in which workers rent capital (that is, systems with credit
and labor markets). For this analysis, he compares the class structures
and patterns of exploitation on the two imaginary islands, “labor-market
island” and “credit-market island.” On both islands some people own
no means of production and other people own varying amounts of the
means of production. The distribution of these assets is identical on the
two islands. And on both islands people have the same motivations: they
all seek to minimize the amount of labor-time they must expend to
achieve a common level of subsistence.'® The two islands differ in only
one respect: on the labor-market island people are allowed to sell their
labor power, whereas on the credit-market island people are prohibited
from selling their labor power but are allowed to borrow, at some
interest rate, the means of production. Roemer shows that on each
island there is a strict correspondence between class location (derived
from ownership of differing amounts of means of production, including
no means of production) and exploitation status (having one’s surplus
labor appropriated by someone else). This is what he terms the “Class-
Exploitation Correspondence Principle.” He also shows that the two
class structures are completely isomorphic: every individual on one
island would be in exactly the same exploitation status on the other
island.

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

The Game-Theory Approach

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

18. The results are robust over a range of motivational assumptions, but not over every
possible preference structure.
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types of exploitation are defined by the withdrawal rules that would
make certain agents better off.

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

Roemer uses this strategy to define three kinds of exploitation: feudal
exploitation, capitalist exploitation, and what he refers to as socialist
exploitation. Let’s begin with capitalist exploitation. Workers own no
physical assets (means of production) and sell their labor power to capi-
talists for a wage. Are workers exploited under capitalism? The answer
to this question, in the game theoretic formulation, requires posing an
alternative game to the game of capitalism within which the two con-
ditions specified above hold. What is the alternative? It is a game within
which each worker receives his/her per capita share of society’s total
productive assets. What Roemer demonstrates is that if the coalition of
all wage-earners were to leave the game of capitalism with their per
capita share of society’s assets, then they would be better off than stay-
ing in capitalism, and capitalists would be worse off. The “withdrawal
rule” in this case—leaving the game with per capita shares of physical
assets—then becomes the formal “test” of whether or not a particular
social system involves capitalistic exploitation.

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

19. Roemer, A General Theory, pp. 194-5.

20. Strictly speaking, in terms of lhe general definition of exploitalion presenled at lhe
oulsel of 1his discussion, lhese lwo crileria merely define economic oppression, nol exploil-
alion, since the resulls do nol imply anylhing aboul lhe relalionship belween lhe efforl of
lhe exploiled and the welfare of the exploiter. Roemer recognizes this difficulty and has
added a number of additional criteria al various poinls in his analysis to eliminale certain
problems (for example, the handicapped exploiling lhe well-bodied). Nevertheless, lhese
two counterfaclual criteria remain the core of Roemer’s game lheoretic analysis.

21. But nole: workers in capitalism are not feudalislically exploiled; they would be
worse off, not better off, if they wilhdrew from the game of capitalism with only their
personal assels. As Roemer argues, lhe claim by neoclassical theorisls 1hal wage earners in
capitalism are nol exploiled is generally equivalenl 1o lhe claim lhal 1hey are nol feudal-
islically exploiled, lhal is, that they are nol subjecled to surplus extraclion based on
relations of personal bondage. See Roemer, A General Theory, p. 206.
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The concept of the socialist exploitation is the least systematically
worked out in Roemer’s analysis. The withdrawal rule in this case is
leaving the game with one’s per capita share of inalienable assets (skills).
A coalition will be said to be socialistically exploited if it would improve
its position by leaving with its per capita skills while its complement
would be worse off under such circumstances. This implies that people
with high levels of skills in the game receive high income not simply
because they have high skills, but because of the differentials in skill
levels across actors. The highly skilled would become worse off if the
unskilled obtained skills; they thus have an interest in maintaining skill
differentials, and this is what underpins the claim that their income
reflects exploitation.?? If a skilled person’s income reflected no more
than the amount of time and resources it takes to obtain the skill, then
there would be no skill-based exploitation. The higher incomes would
simply be reimbursement for real costs incurred. The argument behind
skill exploitation is that people with scarce skills receive incomes above
the costs of producing those skills, a “rent” component to their income;
it is this element that constitutes exploitation.??

Class and Exploitation

The central message of both of Roemer’s strategies for analyzing
exploitation is that the material basis of exploitation is inequalities in
distributions of productive assets, or what is usually referred to as
property relations. On the one hand, inequalities of assets are sufficient to
account for transfers of labor surplus; on the other hand, different forms
of asset inequality specify different systems of exploitation. Classes are

22. The asset-exploilalion nexus thus depends upon the capacity of assel-holders to
deprive others of 1hal assel. The social basis of exploitation, underslood in this way, is quite
similar to Frank Parkin’s characlerization of Weber’s concept of social closure as “the
process by which social collectivities seek lo maximize rewards by reslricling access to
resources and opportunities 1o a limiled circle of eligibles.” F. Parkin, Marxism and Class
Theory: A Bourgeois Critique (New York: Columbia Universily Press, 1979). While
Parkin’s central concern is wilh lhe kinds of attributes 1hal serve as the basis for closure—
race, religion, language—Roemer's is wilh lhe nature of 1he resources (produclive assels)
over which closure is organized.

23. Marx did not refer to lhe inequalities in income in a socialisl society as lhe resull of
exploitation, and he did nol refer to 1he relation between the skilled and unskilled as a ¢lass
relation; nevertheless, Roemer’s accounl corresponds well to Marx’s analysis of inequality
in socialism as laid out in his Critique of the Gotha Program. In that document Marx
emphasized thal skill-based inequalities would persist in socialism and thal disiribution
would be on the basis of “from each according to his ability, to each according lo his
work.” Only in communism would dislribulion be on the basis of need, which in effect
implies that skill differentials would cease lo be assels (income-generating weallh).
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then defined as positions within the social relations of production
derived from these relations of exploitation.>

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

In previous work I have criticized Roemer’s position on this issue.?® I
argued that class relations intrinsically involved domination at the point
of production, not simply in the repressive protection of the property
relations as such. I now think that Roemer is correct on this point. That
capitalists boss workers around within production is unquestionably an
important feature of most historic forms of capitalist production and
may play an important role in explaining the forms of class organization
and class conflict within production. However, the basis of the capital-
labor relation should be identified with relations of effective control
(that is, real economic ownership) over productive assets as such.

One of the reasons why I resisted Roemer’s conceptualization of
classes in terms of property relations is that it seemed to blur the differ-
ence between Marxist definitions of class and Weberian definitions.
Weberian definitions, as I construed them, were “market based” defin-
itions of class, whereas Marxist definitions were “production based.”
The reputed advantage of the latter was that production was more
“fundamental” than exchange, and therefore production-based class
concepts had more explanatory power than market-based concepts.

What now seems clear to me is that definitions of classes in terms of
property relations should not be identified with strictly market-based

24. Roemer's conceplualization of lhe relationship between class and exploilation is
similar in certain aspects to Alvin Gouldner’s, although Roemer is unaware of Gouldner’s
work. Gouldner defines lhe “New Class” as a cultural bourgeoisie defined by ils conlrol
over “cullural capilal,” where “capital” is defined as “any produced object used 10 make
saleable ulilities, lhus providing ils possessor wilh incomes, or claims to incomes defined as
legilimale because of their imputed conlribution 10 economic productivity.” (Future of
Intellectuals, p. 21). While Gouldner does not characterize this income allocation process
in lerms of exploilation, Roemer’s exploilalion concepl would fit comfortably wilhin
Gouldner’s general approach.

25. This is nol lo imply thal domination in the labor process is institutionally un-
imporlanl, or indeed, thal such domination does nol in practice inlensify capilalisl exploit-
ation and reinforce the capital-labor class relation. Roemer’s point is simply that it is not
the actual criterion for class relations; that crilerion is strictly based on property relations as
such.

26. Wright, “The Status of the Political.”
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definitions. Property-relations accounts of classes do not define classes
by income shares, by the results of market transactions, but by the
productive assets that classes control, which lead them to adopt certain
strategies within exchange relations and which thereby determine the
outcomes of those market transactions.

Toward a General Framework of Class Analysis

Extending Roemer’s Analysis

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

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

27. See G.A. Cohen, Karl Marx’s Theory of History: A Defense (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1978), pp. 40-41, for a discussion of why labor power should be consid-
ered part of 1he forces of production (1hat is, a productive asset).

28. In this formulation, slavery should be viewed as a limiting case of feudal exploit-
ation, where the slave has no ownership rights at all in his/her own labor power, while the
slave owner has complete ownership rights in slaves,
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from inequalities in the distribution of assets in labor power.?

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

But how, it might be asked, should “actually existing socialist
societies” be theorized within these categories? The anticapitalist revo-
lution in Russia resulted in the virtual elimination of private property in
the means of production: individuals cannot own means of production,
they cannot inherit them or dispose of them on a market, and so on.
And yet it seems unsatisfactory to characterize such societies simply in
terms of skill-based exploitation. Experts do not appear to be the “ruling
class” in those societies, and the dynamic of the societies does not seem
to revolve around skill inequalities as such.

Roemer recognized this problem and introduced what he termed
“status exploitation” to deal with it.** The exploitation exercised by
bureaucrats is the prototypical example. “If these positions,” Roemer
writes, “required special skills, then one might be justified in calling the
differential remuneration to these positions an aspect of socialist [skill-
based] exploitation. . . . [However] there is some extra remuneration to
holders of those positions which accrues solely by virtue of the position
and not by virtue of the skill necessary to carry out the tasks associated
with it. These special payments to positions give rise to status exploit-
ation.”!

Roemer’s concept of status exploitation is unsatisfactory for two
principal reasons. First, it is outside of the logic of the rest of his analysis
of exploitation. In each of the other cases, exploitation is rooted in
relations to the forces of production. Each of the other forms of exploit-
ation is “materialist” not only because the concept is meant to explain

29. In this formulation it might be possible to regard various forms of discrimination—
the use of ascriptive criteria such as race, sex, nationality to bar people from certain occu-
pations, for example—as a form of feudal exploitation. In effect there is not equal
ownership of one’s own labor power if one lacks the capacity to use it as one pleases
equally with other agents. This view of discrimination corresponds to the view that discrim-
ination is antithetical to “bourgeois freedoms.”

30. Roemer is an economist, and the use of the word status was not meant to evoke the
meanings generally attached to this word in sociology.

31. Roemer, A General Theory, p. 243.
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material distribution, but also because it is based on the relation to the
material conditions of production. “Status” exploitation has no neces-
sary relationship to production at all. Second, it is hard to rigorously
distinguish status exploitation from feudal exploitation. The “lord”
receives remuneration strictly because of an incumbency in a position,
not because of skills or ownership of capital.® Yet, it hardly seems
reasonable to consider the logic of exploitation and class in the contem-
porary Soviet Union and in fourteenth-century feudal Europe as being
essentially the same.

The problems with the concept of status exploitation can be solved by
analyzing exploitation based on a fourth element in the inventory of
productive assets, an asset that can be referred to as “organization.” As
both Adam Smith and Marx noted, the technical division of labor
among producers is itself a source of productivity. The way the
production process is organized is a productive resource independent of
the expenditure of labor power, the use of means of production, or the
skills of the producer. Of course there is an interrelationship between
organization and these other assets, just as there is an interdependence
between means of production and skills. But organization—the con-
ditions of coordinated cooperation among producers in a complex
division of labor—is a productive resource in its own right.

How is this asset distributed in different kinds of societies? In
contemporary capitalism, organization assets are generally controlled by
managers and capitalists: managers control the organization assets
within specific firms under constraints imposed by the ownership of the
capital assets by capitalists. Entrepreneurial capitalists directly control
both kinds of assets (and probably sKkill assets as well); pure rentier capi-
talists (“coupon clippers”) only own capital assets. Because of the
anarchy of the capitalist market, no set of actors controls the technical
division of labor across firms.

In state bureaucratic socialism, organization assets assume a much
greater importance.”® Controlling the technical division of labor—the
coordination of productive activities within and across labor processes—
becomes a societal task organized at the center. The control over organ-
ization assets is no longer simply the task of firm-level managers but

32. Roemer acknowledges the similarity belween feudal exploitalion and slatus
exploilalion but Ireals this jusl as an inleresling parallel ralher 1han as a problem. 1bid.,
p. 243.

33. The term state bureaucratic socialism is somewhal awkward, bul | do nol know of
a beller expression. The lerm statismn, allhough 1 have used il elsewhere in discussing such
societies (E.O. Wrighl, “Capitalism’s Fulures,” Socialist Review, no. 68 [1983]) has 1he
disadvanlage of idenlifying the class relations slriclly wilh lhe slate as such ralher lhan wilh
lhe malerial basis of exploilalion in such socielies (conlrol over organization assels).
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extends into the central organs of planning within the state. Exploitation
in such societies is thus based on bureaucratic power: the control over
organization assets defines the material basis for class relations and
exploitation.

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

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

A Typology of Class Structures, Assets, and Exploitation

If we add organization assets to the list in Roemer’s analysis, we gener-
ate the more complex typology presented in Table 1. Let us briefly look
at each row of this table and examine its logic. Feudalism is a class
system based on unequal distribution of ownership rights in labor power.
What “personal bondage” means is that feudal lords have partial effec-
tive economic control over vassals. The empirical manifestation of this
unequal distribution of ownership rights over labor power in classical
feudalism is the coercive extraction of labor dues from serfs. When
corvée labor is commuted to rents in kind and eventually money rents,
the feudal character of the exploitation relation is reflected in legal

34. This “control of the surplus,” it must be noted, is nof the equivalent of the actual
personal consumption income of managers and bureaucrats, any more than capitalist
profits or feudal rents are the equivalent of the personally consumed income of capitalists
and feudal lords. It is historically variable both within and between types of societies what
fraction of the surplus effectively controlled by exploiting classes is used for personal
consumption and what portion is used for other purposes (feudal military expenditures,
capitalist accumulation, organization growth). The claim that managers-bureaucrats would
be “worse off” under conditions of a redistribution of organization assets refers to the
amount of income they effectively control, which is therefore potentially available for
personal appropriation, not simply the amount they personally consume.
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prohibitions on the movement of peasants off the land. The “flight”
of a peasant to the city is, in effect, a form of theft: the peasant is steal-
ing part of the labor power owned by the lord.? Feudal lords may also
have more means of production than serfs, more organizational assets,
and more productive skills (although this is unlikely), and thus they may
be exploiters with respect to these assets as well. What defines the
society as “feudal”, however, is the primacy of the distinctively feudal
mechanisms of exploitation. Accordingly, feudal class relations will be
the primary structural basis of class struggle.

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

The typical institutional form of capitalist class relations is capitalists
having full ownership rights in the means of production and workers
none. Other possibilities, however, have existed historically. Cottage
industries in early capitalism involved workers owning some of their
means of production, but not having sufficient assets to actually produce
commodities without the assistance of merchant capitalists. Such
workers were still being capitalistically exploited even though there was
no formal labor market with wages. In all capitalist exploitation, the
mediating mechanism is market exchanges. Unlike in feudalism, surplus
is not directly appropriated from workers in the form of coerced labor.
Rather, it is appropriated through market exchanges: workers are paid a
wage that covers the costs of production of their labor power; capitalists
receive an income from the sale of the commodities produced by
workers. The difference in these quantities constitutes the exploitative
surplus appropriated by capitalists.’’

35. In this logic, once peasants are free to move, free to leave the feudal contract, then
feudal renis (and thus feudal exploitation) would be in the process of transformation into a
form of capilalist exploitation. Thal transformation would be complete once land itself
became “capital,” thal is, it could be freely bought and sold on a markel.

36. It is because capitalism simullaneously largely eliminates one form of exploitation
and accentuates another that il is difficult lo say whelher or nol in the transition from
feudalism to capitalism overall exploitalion increased or decreased.

37. It should be noled that this claim is logically independenl of the labor lheory of
value. There is no assumption that commodities exchange in proportions regulaled by the
amounl of socially necessary labor embodied in them. What is claimed is lhal lhe income of
capitalists constitutes the monetary value of the surplus produced by workers. Thal is suf-
ficienl for lheir income to be treated as exploitative. See G.A. Cohen, “The Labor Theory
of Value and the Concept of Exploitation,” Philosophy and Public Affairs, vol. 8 (1979),
for a discussion of lhis treatment of capitalisl exploitation and of ils relation to the labor
theory of value.
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Anticapitalist revolutions attempt to eliminate the distinctively capi-
talist form of exploitation, exploitation based on private ownership of
the means of production. The nationalization of the principal means of
production is, in effect, a radical equalization of ownership of capital:
everyone owns one citizen-share. Such revolutions, however, do not
eliminate, and indeed may considerably strengthen and deepen, inequa-
lities of effective control over organization assets. Whereas in capitalism
the control over organization assets does not extend beyond the firm, in
state bureaucratic socialism the coordinated integration of the division
of labor extends to the whole society through institutions of central state
planning. The mechanism by which this generates exploitative transfers
of surplus involves the centrally planned bureaucratic appropriation and
distribution of the surplus along hierarchical principles. The correspon-
ding class relation is therefore between managers/bureaucrats—people
who control organization assets—and nonmanagers.

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

“Skill” in this context is not a trivial concept. The mere possession of
enhanced laboring capabilities acquired through training is not sufficient

38. This, it should be noted, is precisely what leftist critics within “actually existing
socialist societies” say is the core problem on the political agenda of radical change in these
countries.

39. Lenin’s original vision of “Soviet” democracy, in which officials would be paid no
more than average workers and would be immediately revocable at any time and in which
the basic contours of social planning would be debated and decided through democratic
participation, embodied such principles of equalization of organization assets. Once in
power, as we know, the Bolsheviks were either unable or unwilling to seriously attempt the
elimination of organization exploitation. For a discussion of these issues in the context of
the Russian Revolution and other attempts at workers’ democracy, see C. Siriani, Workers’
Control and Socialist Democracy (London: Verso, 1982).
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to generate relations of exploitation, since the income of such trained
labor may simply reflect the costs of acquiring the training. In such cases
there is neither a transfer of surplus, nor would the untrained be better
off under the game-theory specification of exploitation. For a skill to be
the basis of exploitation, therefore, it has to be in some sense scarce rela-
tive to its demand, and there must be a mechanism through which indi-
vidual owners of scarce skills are able to translate that scarcity into
higher incomes.

There are basically three ways that skills can become scarce: first,
they may require special talents that are naturally scarce in a population;
second, access to the training needed to develop the skill may be
restricted through various mechanisms, creating an artificial scarcity of
trained people; third, a certification system may be established that
prohibits uncertified people from being employed to use the skill even if
they have it. In all of these cases, the exploitation comes from the
skilled/ certified individual receiving an income that is above the costs of
production of the skills by virtue of the scarcity of the availability of the
skill.

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

This much more limited basis of domination implied by skill-based
exploitation is consistent with the spirit, if not the letter, of Marx’s
claim that soctalism is the “lower stage” of “communism,” since classes
are already in a partial state of dissolution in a society with only skill-
based exploitation. Communism itself, then, would be understood as a
society within which skill-based exploitation itself had “withered away,”
that is, in which ownership rights in skills had been equalized. This does
not mean, it must be stressed, that all individuals would actually possess
the same skills in communism, any more than eliminating property rights
in means of production implies that all individuals would actively use the
same amount of physical capital. What is equalized is effective control
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over skills as a productive resource and claims to differential incomes
resulting from differential use of skills.*°

Some Unresolved Problems

The general framework laid out in Table 1 offers an abstract conceptual
basis for clarifying a variety of empirical and theoretical problems in
neo-Marxist class theory while avoiding some of the limitations of earlier
class-structure concepts. Nevertheless, there remain a number of unre-
solved problems and internal inconsistencies, some of which may ulti-
mately prove “fatal” to this attempt at reconceptualization. Two of these
are particularly glaring and deserve some comment: the ambiguous
status of skills as the basis for a class relation, and the problematic char-
acter of organization as an asset.*!

Skills and Class

While the ownership of skill assets, particularly when institutionalized in
the form of credentials, may constitute a basis for exploitation, it is much
less clear that it should be treated as the basis for a class relation (except
insofar as skills or credentials might enable one to gain access to other
kinds of assets). In each of the other types of assets—labor power, physi-
cal capital, organization—there is a clear correspondence between the
distribution of the asset and a particular form of social relation—lord-
serf relations, capitalist—employee relations, manager—worker relations.
In the case of skill/credential assets there is no such correspondence:
experts and nonexperts do not exist in the same kind of well-defined
social relation as lords and serfs or capitalists and employees. Experts
may thus have distinct interests from nonexperts, but they are not clearly
constituted as a class in relation to nonexperts.

Ultimately, what this relative vagueness in the link between skill
exploitation and class relations may imply is that the expert-versus-

40. It may be utopian to imagine a society without skill-based exploitation, or even a
society without organization-asset exploitation, particularly if we reject the claim that a
future society will ever exist in a state of absolute abundance. In the absence of absolute
abundance, all societies will face dilemmas and trade-offs around the problem of distri-
bution of consumption, and such dilemmas may pose intractable incentive problems in the
absence of exploitation. For a careful exposition of the problem of utopian fantasies in
Marxist theory, see A. Nove, The Economics of Feasible Socialism (Hemel Hempstead:
George Allen and Unwin, 1983).

41. For a much more extended discussion of these and other problems, see Wright,
Classes, ch. 3.
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nonexpert distinction should perhaps be treated as a form of strati-
fication within classes rather than a class relation itself. This could, for
example, define a type of class fraction within particular classes.

In spite of these difficulties, throughout the rest of this paper I will
treat skill/credential assets as the basis for a dimension of class relations.
As we shall see, this will be particularly useful in rethinking the problem
of middle classes. 1 will thus provisionally ignore the ambiguities in class
analysis posed by the problem of skills.

Organizational Assets

There is a troubling asymmetry in the treatment of organization assets in
the analysis of class and exploitation. In the case of each of the other
assets it seems appropriate to say that the exploiting classes “own” the
assets in question: feudal lords have ownership rights in their serfs; capi-
talists own the means of production; experts own their skills (or at least
their credentials). But it does not seem appropriate to describe managers
or bureaucrats as “owning” organizational assets. While it may still be
the case that their effective control over these assets is a basis for
exploitation, such control is quite different from the ownership relations
of other assets and may call into question the argument that such control
is the basis for a dimension of class relations.

As in the case of problem with skills, I will bracket this difficulty
throughout the rest of this paper. The attempt to create a symmetrical
concept of class across qualitatively distinct class systems may in the end
be both unnecessary and unhelpful. Nevertheless, I will provisionally
continue to treat organization assets and the corresponding forms of
exploitation and class relations in a manner parallel to the treatment of
labor power, capital, and skill assets.

Abstract discussions of concepts are continually plagued with loose
ends, ambiguities, inconsistencies. At some point it iS necessary to set
aside these difficulties and explore the implications of the concepts
under discussion for concrete empirical and theoretical problems. This
will be the task of the rest of this paper. In the next section we will
examine a range of theoretical implications of the framework elaborated
in Table 1. This will be followed by a brief examination of some empiri-
cal research using the proposed concepts.

Implications of the General Framework

In this section we will explore the implications of the framework in
Table 1 for three problems in class analysis: the problem of understanding
the class character of the “middle class”; the relation of class structure
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to class formation; and the problem of class alliances. In each case my
comments will be suggestive rather than exhaustive, indicating the basic
lines of inquiry that can be followed from this starting point.

The Middle Classes and Contradictory Locations

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

1. There are class locations that are neither exploiters nor exploited,
that is, people who have precisely the per capita level of the relevant
asset. A petty bourgeois, self-employed producer with average capital
stock, for example, would be neither exploiter nor exploited within capi-
talist relations.*? These kinds of positions are what can be called the
“traditional” or “old” middle class of a particular kind of class system.

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

Table 2 presents a schematic typology of such complex class locations
for capitalism. The typology is divided into two segments: one for
owners of the means of production and one for nonowners. Within the
wage-eamer section of the typology, locations are distinguished by the
two subordinate relations of exploitation characteristic of capitalist
society—organization assets and skill/credential assets. It is thus possible
within this framework to distinguish a whole terrain of class locations in
capitalist society that are distinct from the polarized classes of the capi-

42. Nole 1hal some petty bourgeois, in this formulalion, will aclually be exploiled by
capilal (through unequal exchange on lhe market) because they own such minimal means
of produclion, and some will be capilalistic exploilers because they own a greal deal of
capilal even though lhey may nol hire any wage-earners. Exploilation stalus, 1herefore,
cannot striclly be equated with self-employmenl or wage-earner stalus.
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Table 3  Basic Classes and Contradictory Locations in Successive Modes of

Production
Principal contradictory
Mode of production Basic classes location
Feudalism Lords and serfs Bourgeoisie
Capitalism Bourgeoisie and Managers/bureaucrats
proletariat
State bureaucratic Bureaucrats and Intelligentsia/experts
socialism workers

talist mode of production: expert managers, nonmanagerial experts,
nonexpert managers, and so on.*’

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

This conceptualization of the middle classes also suggests that histori-
cally the principal forms of contradictory locations will vary depending
upon the particular combinations of exploitation relations in a given
society. These principal contradictory locations are presented in Table 3.
In feudalism, the critical contradictory location is constituted by the
bourgeoisie, the rising class of the successor mode of production.?

43, The labor-force dala in lhis lable come from the comparative project on class slruc-
ture and class consciousness, University of Wisconsin. Delails of lhe coding of categories
and the operalionalizalion of variables can be found in Wright, Classes, appendix 2.

44, This is nol 1o deny thal many professionals and managers become significanl
owners of capital assels through savings oul of high incomes. To the exlenl lhal 1his
happens, however, lheir class localion objectively begins to shift, and they move into an
objeclively bourgeois location. Here 1 am talking only aboul lhose professional and
managerial posilions lhat are nol vehicles for enlry inlo lhe bourgeoisie ilself.

45. The old middle class in feudalism, however, is defined by 1he freed peasanl
(yeoman farmer), 1he peasanl who, wilhin a syslem of unequally distribuled assels in labor
power, owns his/her per capila share of Ihal assel.
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Within capitalism, the central contradictory location within exploitation
relations is constituted by managers and state bureaucrats. They embody
a principle of class organization that is quite distinct from capitalism and
that potentially poses an alternative to capitalist relations. This is par-
ticularly true for state managers who, unlike corporate managers, are
less likely to have their careers tightly integrated with the interests of the
capitalist class. Finally, in state bureaucratic socialism, the “intellig-
entsia” broadly defined constitutes the pivotal contradictory location,*5

One of the upshots of this reconceptualization of the middle class is
that it is no longer axiomatic that the proletariat is the unique, or
perhaps even the central, rival to the capitalist class for class power in
capitalist society. That classical Marxist assumption depended upon the
thesis that there were no other classes within capitalism that could be
viewed as the “bearers” of an historical alternative to capitalism.
Socialism (as the transition to communism) was the only possible future
for capitalism. What Table 3 suggests is that there are other class forces
within capitalism that potentially pose an alternative to capitalism.*’ This
does not imply that there is any inevitability to the sequence feudalism—
capitalism-state bureaucratic socialism—socialism~communism; state
bureaucrats are not inevitably destined to be the future ruling class of
present-day capitalisms. But it does suggest that the process of class
formation and class struggle is considerably more complex and indeter-
minate than the traditional Marxist story has allowed.*?

This way of understanding contradictory class locations has several
advantages over my previous conceptualization. First, certain of the
specific conceptual problems of the earlier analysis of contradictory
locations within class relations disappear. In particular, one of the more
serious problems with my previous conceptualization of contradictory

46. Theorisls who have atlempled 1o analyze the class slruclures of aclually exisling
socialism in terms of a concept of a new class generally tend 10 amalgamate stale bureau-
crals and experts into a single dominanl class localion, ralher than seeing them as essen-
tially vying for class power. Some theorisls, such as Konrad and Szelenyi and Gouldner, do
recognize lhis division, although they do not lheorize the problem in precisely lhe way
posed here. See, for example, G. Konrad and 1. Szelenyi, Intellectuals on the Road to Class
Power (New York: Harcourl, Brace, Jovanovitch, 1979); Gouldner, The Future of Intel-
lectuals.

47. Alvin Gouldner and others have argued 1hal historically lhe beneficiaries of social
revolutions have nol been the oppressed classes of the prior mode of produclion, bul “third
classes.” Most nolably, il was nol lhe peasantry who became lhe ruling class wilh the
demise of feudalism, but lhe bourgeoisie, a class 1hal was located oulside of the principal
exploitalion relation of feudalism. A similar argument could be exlended lo manager-
bureaucrats wilh respect 1o capilalism and experts wilh respect lo slale bureaucralic social-
ism: in each case lhese conslitute potential rivals 1o the existing ruling class.

48. For an exlended discussion of lhe lhesis that capilalism has mulliple possible
fulures, see Wrighl, “Capitalism’s Fulures.”



28 THE DEBATE ON CLASSES

class locations centered on the category “semiautonomous employees.”
Autonomy always seemed more of a characteristic of working con-
ditions than a proper dimension of class relations as such, and as a result
there was a fair amount of skepticism in my characterization of semi-
autonomous employees as constituting a distinctive kind of location
within the class structure. In my empirical research on class structure,
the semiautonomous category also proved particularly troublesome,
generating a number of quite counterintuitive results. For example,
janitors in schools who also perform a variety of “handiman” tasks
ended up being more autonomous than airline pilots. These specific
problems disappear in the reconceptualization proposed here.

Second, treating contradictory locations in terms of exploitation
generalizes the concept across modes of production. The concept now
has a specific theoretical status in all class systems and, indeed, has a
much more focused historical thrust, as represented in Table 3.

Third, this way of conceptualizing “middle class” locations also
makes the problem of their class interests much clearer than before.
Their location within class relations is defined by the nature of their
material optimizing strategies given the specific kinds of assets they own
or control. Their specific class location helps to specify their interests
both within the existing capitalist society and with respect to various
kinds of alternative games (societies) to which they might want to with-
draw. In the previous conceptualization it was problematic to specify
precisely the material interests of certain contradictory locations. In
particular, there was no consistent reason for treating the fundamental
material interests of semiautonomous employees as necessarily distinct
from those of workers, and certainly not as opposed to those of workers.

Finally, this exploitation-based strategy helps to clarify the problems
of class alliances in a much more systematic way than the previous
approach. In the case of contradictory locations it was always rather
vague how the tendencies for contradictory locations to ally themselves
with workers or nonworkers should be assessed. | made claims that such
alliance tendencies were politically and ideologically determined, but I
was not able to put much content to such notions. In contrast, as we
shall see below, the exploitation-based concept of contradictory location
helps to provide a much clearer material basis for the analyzing problem
of alliances.

Class Structure and Class Formation

In classical Marxism, the relationship between class structure and class
formation was generally treated as relatively unproblematic. In particu-
lar, in the analysis of the working class it was usually assumed that there
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was a one-to-one relationship between the proletariat defined struc-
turally and the proletariat engaged as a collective actor in struggle. The
transformatton of the working class from a class-in-itself (a class deter-
mined structurally) into a class-for-itself (a class engaged in collective
struggle) may not have been a smooth and untroubled process, but it
was an inevitable one.

Most neo-Marxist class theorists have questioned this claim of a
simple relationship between class structure and class formation. Gener-
ally it has been argued that there is much less determinacy between the
two levels of class analysis. As Adam Przeworski has argued, class
struggle is in the first instance a struggle over class before it is a struggle
between classes.* It is always problematic whether workers will be
formed into a class or into some other sort of collectivity based on
religion, ethnicity, region, language, nationality, trade. The class struc-
ture may define the terrain of material interests upon which attempts at
class formation occur, but it does not uniquely determine the outcomes
of those attempts.

The conceptual framework proposed in this paper highlights the rela-
tive indeterminacy of the class structure-class formation relationship. If
the arguments of the paper are sound, then class structure should be
viewed as a structure of social relations that generates a matrix of
exploitation-based interests. But because many locations within the class
structure have complex bundles of such exploitation interests, these
interests should be viewed as constituting the material basis for a vartety
of potential class formations. The class structure itself does not generate
a unique pattern of class formation; rather it determines the underlying
probabilities of different kinds of class formations. Which among these
alternatives actually occurs historically will depend on a range of factors
that are structurally contingent to the class structure itself.

Class Alliances

Once class analysis moves away from the simple polarized view of the
class structure, the problem of class alliances looms large in the analysis
of class formations. Rarely, if ever, does organized class struggle take the
form of a conflict between two homogeneously organized forces. The
typical situation is one in which alliances are forged between classes,
segments of classes, and above all, contradictory class locations.

49. A. Przeworski, “From Proletariat into Class: The Process of Class Struggle from
Karl Kautsky’s The Class Struggle to Recent Debates,” Politics and Society, vol. 7, no. 4

(1977).
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Individuals in contradictory locations within class relations face three
broad strategies in their relationship to class struggle: they can try to use
their position as an exploiter to gain entry as individuals into the
dominant exploiting class itself; they can attempt to forge an alliance
with the dominant exploiting class; or they can form some kind of alli-
ance with the principal exploited class.

In general, the immediate class aspiration of people in contradictory
locations is to enter the dominant exploiting class by “cashing in” the
fruits of their exploitation location into the dominant asset. Thus, in
feudalism, the rising bourgeoisie frequently used part of the surplus
acquired through capitalist exploitation to buy land and feudal titles,
that is, to obtain “feudal assets.” Part of what a bourgeois revolution
consists of, then, is preventing the feudalization of capitalist accumu-
lation. Similarly, in capitalism, the exploitative transfers personally avail-
able to managers and professionals are often used to buy capital,
property, stocks, and so on, in order to obtain the “unearned” mmcome
from capital ownership. Finally, in state bureaucratic socialism, experts
try to use their control over knowledge as a vehicle for entering the
bureaucratic apparatus and acquiring control over organization assets.

Dominating exploiting classes have generally pursued class alliances
with contradictory locations, at least when they were financially capable
of doing so. Such strategies attempt to neutralize the potential threat
from contradictory locations by tying their interests directly to those of
the dominant exploiting class. When these hegemonic strategies are
effective, they help to create a stable basis for all exploiting classes to
contain struggles by exploited classes. One strategy is to make it easy for
people in contradictory locations to enter the dominant class; another is
to reduce the exploitation of contradictory locations by the dominant
exploiting class to the point that such positions involve “net” exploit-
ation. The extremely high salaries paid to upper-level managers in large
corporations almost certainly means that they are net exploiters. This
can have the effect of minimizing any possible conflicts of interests
between such positions and those of the dominant exploiting class itself.

Such hegemonic strategies, however, are expensive. They require
allowing large segments of contradictory locations access to significant
portions of the social surplus. It has been argued by some economists
that this corporate hegemonic strategy may be one of the central causes
for the general tendency toward stagnation in advanced capitalist econ-

30. See S. Bowles, D. Gordon, and T. Weiskopf, Beyond the Wasteland (New York:
Anchor, 1984). The argument is that the growth of managenal costs associated with the
growth of the megacorporation is one of the key factors undermining productivity growth
in certain capitalist countries.
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omies, and that this in turn may be undermining the viability of the
strategies themselves.’ The erosion of the economic foundations of this
alliance may generate more anticapitalist tendencies among experts and
even among managers. Particularly in the state sector, where the careers
of experts and bureaucrats are less directly tied to the welfare of cor-
porate capital, it would be expected that more “statist” views of how the
economy should be managed would gain credence.

The potential class alliances of contradictory locations are not simply
with the bourgeois. There is, under certain historical situations, the
potential for alliances with the “popular” exploited classes—classes that
are not also exploiters (that is, they are not in contradictory locations
within exploitation relations). Such classes, however, generally face a
more difficult task in trying to forge an alliance with contradictory
locations, since they generally lack the capacity to offer significant bribes
to people in those positions. This does not mean, however, that class
alliances between workers and some segments of contradictory locations
are impossible. Particularly under conditions where contradictory
locations are being subjected to a process of “degradation”—deskilling,
proletarianization, routinization of authority—it may be quite possible
for people in those contradictory locations that are clearly net exploited to
see the balance of their interests being more in line with the working class.

Where class alliances between workers and various categories of
managers and experts do occur, the critical political question becomes
defining the political and ideological direction of the alliance. If the
analysis presented in this paper is correct, these contradictory locations
are the “bearers” of certain futures to capitalism, futures within which
the working class would remain an exploited and dominated class.
Should workers support such alliances? Is it in their interests to struggle
for a society within which they remain exploited, albeit in noncapitalist
ways? I do not think there are general, universal answers to these
questions. There are certainly circumstances in which a revolutionary
state bureaucratic socialism may be in the real interests of the working
class, even though workers would remain exploited in such a society.
This is the case, I believe, in many Third World countries today. In the
advanced capitalist countries, however, radical democratic socialism,
involving the simultaneous socialization of capital and democratization
of organization assets, is a viable, if very long-term, possibility.

Empirical Implications

The concept of exploitation identifies situations in which there are
intrinsically opposed material interests between actors. The character-
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ization of a class structure as rooted in a complex pattern of exploitation
relations, therefore, is meant to provide insight into the distribution of
fundamental material interests across positions in that structure and the
corresponding lines of cleavage in class conflicts.

The empirical question then becomes how this complex typology of
class locations is related to a variety of “dependent” variables. In the
present analysis, I will focus on two of these: income and class attitudes.
I will briefly discuss the rationales for analyzing each of these variables,
the data sources to be used in the analysis, and the construction of the
operational variables. Once these preliminaries are completed we will
turn to the empirical results themselves.

Rationales for Variables

While the relationship between the theoretical concept of exploitation
and empirical data on personal income is not a simple one, the two
should nevertheless be closely related. If, therefore, ownership or
control of productive assets is in fact the basis for exploitation, then
incomes should vary systematically across the cells of the class typology
in Table 2. More specifically, we can make two basic hypotheses: (1)
mean incomes should be polarized in the class structure between the
bourgeoisie and the proletariat; and (2) mean incomes should increase
monotonically in every direction from the proletariat corner of the table
to the expert-manager corner, and from the petty bourgeoisie to the
bourgeoisie. Examining the relationship between class structure and
income, therefore, is a way of adding credibility to the theoretical claims
underlying the class typology.

The rationale for examining class attitudes is that such attitudes
should at least tend to reflect the real interests of incumbents of class
positions and thus will vary systematically across the cells of the class
typology. Two objections can be raised against studying attitudes. The
first is that class structure is meant to explain class struggle, particularly
the organized forms of class actions, not inter-individual variations in
mental states. The second is that even if class location shapes individual
mental states, responses to an attitude survey are an inappropriate way
of tapping those class-determined mental states. Mental states are suf-
ficiently context-dependent that the responses to the artificial context of
a survey interview cannot be viewed as indicators of mental states in the
real life situations of class relations.

Both of these objections need to be taken seriously. To the first I
would say that even if the ultimate object of explanation of class struc-
ture is collectively organized class struggles, it is individuals who partici-
pate in those struggles, who make the decisions to act in particular ways,
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and thus individual mental states have to be implicated in the process in
one way or another. To the second objection, I would argue that to the
extent mental states are context-dependent, then the relationship
between class location and class attitudes as measured by a survey
should be attenuated, not strengthened. The context of the survey inter-
view should tend to scramble the results, add noise to the real effects of
class location. If, therefore, we observe a systematic relationship in spite
of this context-distortion, this should add confidence in the meaning-
fulness of the results.

Data

The data we will examine comes from a large, cross-national project on
class structure and class consciousness.’! In the present analysis we will
consider the data from only two countries, the United States and
Sweden. Within the family of advanced capitalist countries with roughly
similar levels of technological development and average standards of
living, these two societies represent almost polar cases: the United States
has among the highest levels of real income inequality (that is, after
taxes and transfers) of any developed capitalist society, while Sweden
has the lowest; Sweden has the highest proportion of its civilian labor
force directly employed by the state (over 45 percent), while the United
States has the lowest (under 20 percent); Sweden has the highest level of
governance by social democratic parties of any capitalist country, while
the United States has had the lowest. Because of this basic similarity in
the levels of economic development combined with these salient political
differences, the comparison between Sweden and the United States on
the effects of class on income and attitudes should be particularly
interesting.

Variables

The income variable is total personal annual income, before taxes, from
all sources. It therefore combines wage income with various sources of
nonwage income. The class-attitude variable is a scale constructed by
combining the responses to six items, each of which has a fairly trans-
parent class content.’?> For example, respondents who agreed with the

51. Details of the study can be found in E.O. Wright, C. Costello, D. Hachen, and J.
Sprague, “The American Class Structure,” American Sociological Review, December
1982; and Wright, Classes.

52. Complete details on the measures we will use can be found in Wright, Classes,
appendix 2.
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statement “Employers should be prohibited by law from hiring strike-
breakers during a strike” were classified as having taken the pro-
working-class position, those who disagreed with this statement were
classified as having taken the procapitalist position. The scale goes from
—6 (the respondent takes the procapitalist position on all six items) to
+6 (the respondent takes the proworker position on all items).

The ownership of productive assets that underlies the class structure
typology is operationalized through the use of a wide range of questions
on decision making, authority, property ownership, occupational skills,
and educational credentials. There are, needless to say, a host of
methodological problems with these measures, particularly the measures
of skill/credential assets. For this reason 1 have trichotomized each of
the assets. The two poles of each dimension constitute positions with
unambiguous relations to the asset in question. The “intermediate”
position is a combination of cases with marginal assets and cases for
which the measures are ambiguous.

Empirical Results: Income

Table 4 presents the data for mean personal income by class for the
United States and Sweden. In general, the data in this table are strongly
consistent with the theoretical rationale for the exploitation-based
conceptualization of class structure.

In the United States, income is strongly polarized between the pro-
letarian cell in the typology and the bourgeoisie: the former earn, on
average, just over $11,000/year, the latter over $52,000. In Sweden, the
results are not as clear: the bourgeoisie in the sample has essentially
identical income to expert managers. However, there are only eight
respondents in the bourgeoisie category in the Swedish sample, and they
are certainly relatively small capitalists. Also, because of the very heavy
taxation on personal income in Sweden, capitalists take a substantial
part of their income in kind rather than in cash. It is impossible to
measure such nonmonetary elements in personal income with the data
we have available, thus the figure in Table 4 is certainly an under-
estimate. Hypothesis 1, that mean incomes should be polarized between
the bourgeoisie and the proletariat, is thus strongly supported in the
United States and is at least provisionally supported in Sweden.

The results for hypothesis 2, that mean incomes should increase
monotonically from proletarian to expert manager and from petty bour-
geoisie to bourgeoisie, are less equivocal. In both the United States and
Sweden incomes increase in 2 largely monotonic manner in every
dimension of the table as you move from the proletarian corner in the
class-structure matrix to the expert-manager corner. The only
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exceptions are that categories 10 and 11 (uncredentialed managers and
uncredentialed supervisors) are essentially identical, and categories 6
and 9 (credentialed and semicredentialed nonmanagerial employees) are
essentially identical in both the United States and Sweden. Given the
conceptual status of the “intermediate” categories of “uncredentialed
supervisors” (category 11) and “semicredentialed workers” (category 9),
these results are not inconsistent with the theoretical model.

What is particularly striking in the pattern in Table 4 is the interaction
between the two dimensions of exploitation relations among wage-
earners. The increase in average income is relatively modest as you
move along either organization assets or credential assets taken sep-
arately (as you move along the bottom of the table and the right-hand
column). Where the sharp increase in incomes occurs is when you
combine these two exploitation mechanisms (moving along the top of
the table and the left-hand column of among wage-earners). Hypothesis
2 is thus strongly supported.*?

Empirical Results: Attitudes

Table 5 presents the mean values on the class-consciousness scale by
class location in the United States and Sweden. Several generalizations
can be drawn from these results.

The Overall Pattern of Variations In Table 5 the overall pattern of
variations in means (not the actual value of the means, but the pattern-
ing of the means) is quite similar in the United States and Sweden. In
both countries the table is basically polarized between the capitalist class
and the working class (in neither table is there a significant difference
between proletarians and semicredentialed workers).” In both coun-
tries the values on the scale become decreasingly pro-working class and
eventually procapitalist class as one moves from the proletarian corner
of the table to the expert-manager corner of the table. As in the results

53. In a separate analysis, not reported here, in which nonwage income was the depen-
dent variable, the same monotonic pattern was observed, only with a considerably steeper
differential between workers and expert managers. See ibid., ch. 6.

54. In the United States, expert managers are slightly more procapitalist than the
bourgeoisie itself, but the difference is sufficiently small that they should be treated as
essentially equally polarized with respect to the working class. It should be remembered in
this context that most respondents in what I am calling the “bourgeoisie™ are still fairly
modest capitalists. Eighty-three percent of these capitalists employ less than fifty
employees. Only 8 percent of expert managers, however, work for businesses with less
than fifty employees. It would be expected that if we had data on a sample of large
capitalists, the results would be somewhat different.
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for income, the means on the attitude scale change in a nearly mono-
tonic manner along every dimension of the table. And in both countries,
the means become increasingly procapitalist as you move from the petty
bourgeoisie to the capitalist class proper among the self-employed.*

The Degree of Polarization While the patterning of differences in
attitudes is similar in the two countries, the degree of polarization within
that common pattern is dramatically different. In the United States the
difference between the capitalist class and the working class is just over
2 points on the scale; in Sweden the difference is 4.6 points. (The differ-
ence between these differences is statistically significant at the .01 level.)
The data indicate that there is basically an international consensus
within the capitalist class on class-based attitudes, whereas no such
consensus exists in the working class: Swedish and American workers
differ on this scale by nearly as much as US workers and capitalists.

Class Alliances The pattern of class alliances—the ways in which the
terrain of class structure becomes transformed into class formations—
suggested by the patterns of consciousness in Table 5 varies considerably
in the two countries. In Sweden the only wage-earner category with an
emphatically procapitalist ideological position is expert managers; in the
United States, procapitalist positions penetrate further into the wage-
earner population. In the United States, only the three cells in the lower
right-hand corner of the table can be considered part of a working-class
coalition; in Sweden the coalition extends to all uncredentialed wage-
earners and all nonmanagement wage-earners, and at least weakly
includes semicredentialed managers and semicredentialed supervisors as
well. Turning these results into proportions of the labor force in Table 2,
in the United States approximately 30 percent of the labor force are in
class categones within the bourgeois coalition whereas in Sweden the
corresponding figure is only 10 percent. Correspondingly, in Sweden
between 73 percent and 80 percent of the labor force (depending upon
whether or not semicredentialed managers and supervisors are included
in the coalition) are in classes within the working-class coalition,
whereas in the United States only 58 percent of the labor force are in the

55. 11 mighl be objecled 1hal lhese resulls could be arlifacls of olher variables lhat are
not included in the analysis. The sex composition of class calegories, for example, could
conceivably explain lhe observed pallerns across lhe cells in 1he 1able. I have analyzed 1he
results in Table 5 conirolling for a range of possible confounding variables—age, sex, class
origin, union membership, income—and while certain delails are affecled by lhese “con-
Irols,” lhe basic pallerns remain inlacl. For a discussion of lhis multivariale analysis, see
Wright, Classes, ch. 7.
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working-class coalition.”® The working-class coalition in the United
States is thus not only less ideologically polarized with the bourgeoisie
than in Sweden, it is also much smaller.

Interpretations

Several general conclusions can be drawn from these results. First, the
data are systematically consistent with the proposed reconceptualization
of class in terms of relations of exploitation. In both the analysis of
income and attitudes, the basically monotonic relationship between
these variables and location along the exploitation dimensions of the
class typology add credibility to the concept.

Second, the data support the thesis that the underlying structure of
class relations shapes the overall pattern of class consciousness. In spite
of the dramatic political differences between Sweden and the United
States the basic pattern linking class structure to class consciousness is
very similar in the two countries: they are both polarized along the three
dimensions of exploitation, and the values on the consciousness scale
basically vary monotonically as one moves along these dimensions.

Finally, while the overall patterning of consciousness is structurally
determined by class relations, the level of working-class consciousness in
a given society and the nature of the class coalitions that are built upon
those class relations are shaped by the organizational and political prac-
tices that characterize the history of class struggle. For all of their
reformism and their efforts at building a stable class compromise in
Swedish society, the Swedish Social Democratic Party and the associated
Swedish labor movement have adopted strategies that reinforce certain
aspects of working-class consciousness. Issues of power and property are
frequently at the center of the political agenda, social democratic state
policies tend to reinforce the material interests of capitalistically
exploited wage-earners, and at least the radical wing of the labor move-
ment and the Social Democratic Party keep alive the vision of alternatives
to the existing structure of society.

In contrast to the Swedish case, political parties and unions in the
United States have engaged in practices that, wittingly or unwittingly,
have undermined working-class consciousness. The Democratic Party
has systematically displaced political discourse away from a language of

56. These estimates are based on the following aggregations from Table 5: Swedish
bourgeois coalition = cells 1, 2, 4; US bourgeois coalition = cells 1, 2, 4, 5, 7, 8, 10;
Swedish working-class coalition = cells 6, 9, 10, 11, 12 (low estimate) and also 7, 8 (high
estimate); US working-class coalition = cells 9, 11, 12. Note that in neither country is the
petty bourgeoisie—category 3—part of either coalition.
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class. While of course there are exceptions, the general tendency has
been to organize social conflicts in nonclass ways and to emphasize the
extremely limited range of alternatives for dealing with problems of
power and property. State welfare policies have tended to heighten
rather than reduce class-based divisions among wage-earners. And the
ineffectiveness of the labor movement to unionize even a majority of
manual industrial workers, let alone white-collar employees, has meant
that the divisions of exploitation-based interests among wage-earners
have tended to be large relative to their common interests vis-a-vis
capital. As a result, as the rhetoric of the 1984 presidential campaign
reflected, the labor movement is regarded as a “special interest” group
in the United States rather than as a representative of the general econ-
omic interests of wage-earners.

The net result of these differences in the political strategies and ideo-
logies of parties and unions in the two countries is that class has consid-
erably greater importance in Sweden than in the United States: class
location and class experiences have a bigger impact on class conscious-
ness; classes are more polarized ideologically; and the working-class
coalition built upon that more polarized ideological terrain is itself much
bigger.

Conclusion

The heart of the proposal advanced in this paper is that the concept of
class should be systematically rooted in the problem of forms of exploit-
ation. In my previous work, and in the work of many Marxists, the
concept of class had effectively shifted from an exploitation-centered
concept to a domination-centered concept. Although exploitation
remained part of the background context for the discussion of class, it
did not systematically enter into the elaboration of actual class maps.
That shift, I now believe, undermines the coherence of the concept of
class and should be replaced by a rigorous exploitation-centered con-
ceptualization.

If the arguments in this paper are persuasive, the specific
exploitation-centered class concept that I have elaborated has several
significant advantages over my own previous approach to class (and by
extension, other existing class concepts). First, the exploitation-centered
concept provides a much more coherent and compelling way of under-
standing the class location of the “middle class” than alternative
concepts, both in capitalist societies and in various kinds of noncapitalist
societies. The middle class ceases to be a residual category or a relatively
ad hoc amendment to the class map of polarized classes. Rather, middle
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classes are defined by the same relations that define the polarized classes
themselves; the difference lies in the ways those relations are structurally
combined in the concrete institutional forms of a given society.

Second, the exploitation-centered concept provides a much more
coherent way of describing the qualitative differences among types of
class structures than alternative concepts. The abstract criteria for
assessing the class relations of a given society are consistent across quali-
tatively distinct societies and yet allow for the specificity of any given
society’s class structures to be investigated. The concept thus avoids the
kind of ad hoc quality that plagues most other class concepts as they
move across historically distinct types of societies.

Third, the exploitation-centered concept is more systematically
materialist than domination concepts. Classes are derived from the
patterns of effective ownership over aspects of the forces of production.
The different kinds of exploitation that define different kinds of classes
are all linked to the qualitative properties of these different aspects of
forces of production.

Fourth, the exploitation-centered concept provides a more historical
class concept than do domination-centered concepts. It is the forces of
production that impart whatever discretionality exists to epochal social
change.’” Since in the framework discussed in this paper, the class-
exploitation nexus is defined with respect to specific forces of pro-
duction, the development of those forces of production is what gives an
historical trajectory to systems of class relations. The order to the forms
of society presented in Tables 1 and 3, therefore, is not arbitrary but
defines a developmental tendency in class structures.

Fifth, the concept of class elaborated in this paper has a particularly
sustained critical character. The very definition of exploitation as
developed by Roemer contains within itself the notion of alternative
forms of society that are immanent within an existing social structure.
And the historical character of the analysis of the possible social forms
implies that this critical character of the class concept will not have a
purely moral or utopian basis. Class, when defined in terms of qua-
litatively distinct asset-based forms of exploitation, provides a way of
describing both the nature of class relations in a given society and the
immanent possibilities for transformation posed by those relations.

Finally, the exploitation-centered concept provides a much clearer
linkage to the problem of interests than domination-based concepts.

57. See E. O. Wright, “Giddens’s Critique of Marxism,” New Left Review, no. 139
(1983), for a discussion of why the forces of production can plausibly be viewed as giving
history a directionality.
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And this, in turn, provides the basis for a more systematic empirical
analysis of the relationship between the objective properties of class
structures and the problems of class formation, class alliances, and class

struggle.



Exchange on Classes

Introduction®

Karl Marx, like Auguste Comte, thought the study of society to be
properly a “science.” And yet, as increasing numbers of sociologists
have repudiated Comte’s positivist tradition in the past decades, Scien-
tific Marxism has lost ground to hermeneutic and other traditions. It has
become, almost, a term of insult among critical leftists who equate it
with some crude and naive structural determinism. Seen in this context,
Erik Olin Wright’s Classes is an ambitious project—not just to deal with
the Marxist problem of the continued existence of the middle classes,
but also to refurbish the somewhat tarnished reputation of Scientific
Marxism in an era in which the very meaning of “science” is debatable
and often debated.

In what follows, the editors, in cooperation with other graduate
students in the Berkeley Department of Sociology, put a series of meth-
odological questions to Wright, who had temporarily joined the faculty.
Michael Burawoy, also a member of the faculty at Berkeley, provides a
critique of Wright’s methodology and presents an alternative. Wright
then presents a short rebuttal. (Methodology is considered here at an
almost meta-methodological level: not so much “how to,” but instead
the study of “how to.”) The background for much of this discussion is
found in the post-positivist methodological inquiries of the last three
decades. To attempt a summary of this literature in twenty-five words or
less, we might say that authors such as Thomas Kuhn, Imre Lakatos,
Pau] Feyerabend, and Michel Foucault—plus others too numerous to
list—have tried to cast doubt on the once unproblematic relations
between theories and facts.

Kuhn, for instance, has argued that scientists work within paradigms

*By the editors of the Berkeley Journal of Sociology.
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which limit the types of evidence they may consider. Though Kuhn
himself did not apply his theory of scientific paradigms to the social
sciences, sociologists have appropriated his ideas to explain, and occa-
sionally to justify, the blinders which every sociological tradition forces
them to wear. Lakatos has adopted the notion of research programs, and
has added the optimistic argument that science can be assured of eternal
progress: the programs which become dominant do so because they
have dramatic success at uncovering and explaining facts which the
earlier program had not even looked for. Feyerabend has called into
question the very idea of an independently existing fact: in his view,
facts are created by theories. One cannot use a telescope to discover
facts about a star, for instance, until one holds the belief that stars are
susceptible to accurate examination by telescopes. And Foucault has
called attention to the power dimension involved in the scientific
production and analysis of facts. The object of study is often, first,
objectified, and second, subjected to analysis for the sake of control.
Here, evidence is created, and it is created for the purpose of
subjugation.

This thumbnail sketch has touched on several points which will be put
to Wright in the following questions. And Wright is particularly quali-
fied to discuss these issues: though survey research is his primary
method of analysis, he has displayed in Classes a sensitivity to more
theoretical issues in methodology. An entire section of his book
(Chapter 2) is devoted to explicating the limits of the Marxist paradigm
within which he intends to work. Wright recognizes the problems in
deriving theories directly from facts (p. 20), and he makes explicit his
methodological stance: “that empirical adjudications are always between
rival concepts or propositions, not directly between a proposition and
the ‘real world’ as such.” (p. 189)

Though Classes shows clearly the attention Wright has paid to the
relation between facts and theories, some issues remain about the
relation of one theory to another. For this reason, we will start with a
series of questions on this subject, before moving on to questions about
the proper use of scientific evidence and about the extrascientific impli-
cations of the scientist’s method.



REFLECTIONS ON CLASSES
Erik Olin Wright

1 Theory vs Theory

1.1 In Chapter 2 of Classes you list six “conceptual constraints” within
whose limits the Marxist must operate. But other Marxists, certainly,
would come up with different lists. For instance, one school might
emphasize the importance of class struggle in determining class
consciousness. Others might take ideology as a separate factor. And so
on, as you admit (p. 27). By what criteria do you choose your Marxism?

To answer this question I need to first very briefly review the context in
which I elaborated the list of conceptual constraints on the concept of
class structure within Marxist social science. In order to study anything,
we need concepts—the categories within which we ask questions,
observe the world, organize our possible explanations. A radical empiri-
cist would claim that the only fundamental constraint on the formation
of concepts is the way the world is. All anti-empiricist methodologies
argue, in various ways, that our concepts are also constrained (and
in some versions, exclusively constrained) by the theories within
which they function. These theories, in turn, are constructed by
linkages of various sorts among the very concepts which the theory
constrains.

The central task of Classes is to solve a problem of concept for-
mation: how to produce an adequate concept for the “middle classes.” If
one adopts an anti-empiricist methodological stance towards the process
of concept formation, then it is essential to specify the theoretical con-
ditions which any legitimate concept of the middle class must fill (where,
by “legitimate,” I mean that the concept is capable of functioning in the
theory in question). Thus the attempt at elaborating a list of conceptual
constraints. My claim in Chapter 2 of Classes is that the following six
constraints on the concept of class structure ar¢ common to most var-
ieties of Marxist theory: 1. Class structure imposes limits on class for-
mation, class consciousness and class struggle. 2. Class structures
constitute the essential qualitative lines of social demarcation in the
historical trajectories of social change. 3. The concept of class is a
relational concept. 4. The social relations which define classes are
intrinsically antagonistic rather than symmetrical. 5. The objective basis
of these antagonistic interests is exploitation. 6. The fundamental basis
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of exploitation is to be found in the social relations of production. The
first two of these constraints define what explanatory tasks “class
structure” is meant to accomplish; the last four specify interconnected
properties of this concept if it is to accomplish these tasks. If one were to
ask, “What makes a Marxist concept of class structure ‘Marxist’?”, the
answer would be: “The concept conforms at least to these six conceptual
criteria.”

I am not claiming, it should be emphasized, that these six conceptual
criteria define what is Marxist about Marxist theory in general, but
simply what is Marxist about the concept of class structure. And I am
also not saying that all Marxists would /imit the conceptual constraints
on class concepts to these six criteria—additional constraints would
undoubtedly be present in certain traditions of Marxism. There may
even be some additional constraints which all Marxists share, although I
have not been able to figure out what these might be.

In your question you point out that “other Marxists would come up
with other lists. For instance, one school might emphasize the impor-
tance of class struggle in determining class consciousness. Another
might take ideology as a separate factor.” This is undoubtedly true, but
the issue is not whether other Marxisms would emphasize additional
factors, but whether they would reject any of these constraints. Do any
Marxists deny that class structures must be defined relationally, that
these relations are antagonistic and exploitative, and that exploitation
is rooted in the social organization of production? All that is being
claimed is that these constraints are in fact common to Marxist
conceptualizations of class structure, and therefore any Marxist concept
of the “middle class” must, at a minimum, conform to these
criteria.

Now, three kinds of arguments could be raised against this particular
list. First, it could be argued that there are no common criteria that unite
the diverse concepts of class structure across all Marxisms. Some
Marxisms, indeed, might even reject the concept of class structure itself.
This is a reasonable objection, but it really amounts to a rejection of the
claim that there is any conceptual unity whatsoever among self-styled
“Marxist” theorists, at least around the concept of class. It implies
that the word “Marxist” has been appropriated by radically incom-
mensurate theories. This criticism does not, however, undermine the
legitimacy of the inventory of conceptual constraints as such, but
merely its identification with some historical usages of the label
“Marxist”.

Second, it could be argued that all varieties of Marxist “theory,” like
most other existing social theories, are so far from constituting coherent,
systematic scientific paradigms, that it is impossible to specify meaning-
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ful conceptual constraints on any process of concept formation. Social
theories, it could be argued, are more or less chaotic collections of
terms, intuitions and specific explanations rather than coherent abstract
systems of thought. Even Marxism, which has aspirations to be such an
abstract framework, contains so many disjointed and contradictory
elements that it is best thought of as a loosely coupled discourse than a
coherent scientific system of concepts. If this is correct, then the elabor-
ation of a list of conceptual constraints such as the list which I propose
should be viewed primarily as an attempt at producing order within the
theoretical space of Marxism rather than simply discovering the under-
lying order which already exists.

Finally, one could accept the legitimacy of the enterprise of
constructing a list of formal constraints on the concept of class within
Marxism, and yet argue that this particular list is not a proper specifi-
cation of these constraints. This could, of course, be a valid criticism, but
the burden in such a criticism is showing what alternative set of
constraints are constitutive of the Marxist theory of class. I continue to
believe that as a matter of empirical generalization about “actually exist-
ing Marxisms,” these criteria are broadly common to Marxist concepts
of class structure and that most of these criteria are shared by Marxist
theorists who in other respects would sharply disagree on theoretical
issues. Contrary to what you suggest in your question, I believe that
Marxist theorists who emphasize ideology and class consciousness still
believe that class structures are constituted by antagonistic exploitative
relations rooted in production.

To assert that virtually all theorists who would call themselves
“Marxist” as a matter of fact explicitly or implicitly operate under these
conceptual constraints does not mean, of course, that specific Marxist
theorists would not quibble with some of the details of those six criteria.
Some theorists would certainly object to the expression “historical
trajectories of social change” in the second constraint on the grounds
that this suggests, perhaps, a unilinear, deterministic path of historical
development. They would agree that class structures define fundamental
qualitative lines of demarcation between types of societies that have
occurred in history, but they would reject any strong claims about these
types being arrayed in any logically ordered temporal sequence, as
suggested by the expression “trajectory.” Other theorists would question
the claim that class structures impose limits on class formation and class
struggle in the first criterion. Such limits, many Marxists have argued,
are imposed by the totality of social relations, not simply class relations.
While all Marxists would agree that class struggles do operate within
some kind of social relationally imposed limits (struggles are not just a
matter of subjective will on the part of people), and they agree that class



52 THE DEBATE ON CLASSES

relations are part of the limit-imposing process, many would not want to
simply assert that class structures as such impose these limits.! And
certainly there would be intense debate over the precise content to be
put on the terms in any of these criteria: “relational” in constraint
number 3, “antagonistic” in number 4, “exploitation” in number 5 and
“production” in number 6. The point is not that there would be
complete agreement on all of the details of these criteria or on the mean-
ings of all of the concepts contained within them, but that they in
practice define the conceptual terrain upon which debates over the
theory of class structure are waged within Marxism.

What I have said so far concerns the methodological standing of these
six criteria for class structural concepts. The last sentence in your
question, however, raises a broader issue: “By what criteria do you
choose your Marxism?” While I may be correct that most Marxists in
fact would accept these six constraints on the concept of class structure,
this does not answer the question about the criteria [ use to justify my
general theoretical posture within Marxism. Much of my discussion of
the remaining questions you have posed will, in effect, constitute an
answer to this broader question, but I will state in abbreviated form my
basic position here.

All theoretical choices derive their meaning from the “contrast space”
in which they occur. “Choosing” a variety of Marxist theory is a contrast
with alternative Marxisms, and the criteria implicit in the choice depend,
in part at least, upon which alternative is being considered.? As I see it,
my particular brand of Marxism is a result of a sequence of three basic
choices within the array of historically available Marxisms. Each choice
involves different criteria.

Choice 1: Scientific versus “nonscientific” (perhaps: antiscientific)
Marxism. 1 do not pose this initial choice as scientific versus critical
Marxism (as does Gouldner, for example), because I believe that scien-
tific Marxism is a variety of critical theory: it attempts to provide the
scientific foundations for a nonarbitrary immanent critique of capitalism.
The first choice, therefore, is not between science and critique, but
directly a choice over the status of Marxist theory as a scientific project.

1. It should be noted in this regard that the statement in constraint no. 1 is not that
only class structures impose limits on class struggle, but simply that they do impose such
limits. [ find it hard to imagine that any Marxist who uses the concept of class structure
would reject this relatively weak claim.

2. In what follows I am not discussing the criteria involved in my choice of Marxism
over either non-Marxist social theory in general or “post-Marxist” radical social theory in
particular, but rather the criteria involved in choosing among Marxisms. The choice of
Marxism as such involves other issues.
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What do I mean by this? Fundamentaily I mean that the task of Marxist
theory is to produce explanations of real phenomena that exist in the
world independently of the theory.” Whether or not imperialism is a real
cause of deepening underdevelopment in parts of the Third Worid
depends upon how capitalist penetration actually works, not upon the
categories of the theory of imperialism. Whether or not the sexual
diviston of labor around childrearing is a real cause of the reproduction
of male domination depends upon how mechanisms in psycho-sexual
development actually work, not upon the discourses of our theories of
psycho-sexual development. Whether or not we have knowledge of
these mechanisms of underdevelopment and reproduction of male
domination, however, depends upon the availability of adequate explan-
atory theories (I will discuss the problem of “adequacy” in answers to
subsequent questions), but the mechanisms themselves have a real exist-
ence independent of this knowledge.

The first choice among Marxisms, therefore, is whether or not one
wishes to embark on the difficult path of actually producing explan-
ations of the world. The alternative is to restrict one’s efforts to pro-
ducing descriptions of the world, interpretations of the world, or
philosophical commentaries about the world. There may be no guaran-
tees of success in this explanatory enterprise, or even of knowing with
certainty whether or not one has been successful (that is, there is no
absolute way of knowing when one has produced knowledge), but the
first criterion for my choice of a type of Marxism is that it attempts to
produce explanations.

Choice 2: Analytical versus dogmatic Marxism. This is, undoubtedly,
a highly contentious way of posing the second choice. By analytical
Marxism I mean this: the heart of all scientific theory is the dual process
of elaborating concepts and deploying them in the construction of
theories. Analytical Marxism insists on the necessity of laying bare the
assumptions that underlie these concepts and spelling out as clearly and
systematically as possible the steps involved in linking them together
within a theory. “Dogmatic” Marxism, in contrast, defends its use of
concepts through a variety of other forms of argumentation: citations
from canonical textual authority (typically through Marxiological argu-

3. This does not mean that the theories we produce are not in the world as well as
about the world. Marxist theory itself produces effects in the world once it is embodied in
ideologies, in political programs, in sociology curricula. This does not, however, pose
fundamental problems to social theory, so long as one believes that the effects of theory on
social processes can themselves be theorized (explained). That social theory must be
reflexive—explaining both its own production and its own effects—does not imply that it
cannot also be scientific.
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ment); arguments based on ulterior political justifications (a particular
concept is rejected simply because it is politically “undesirable” without
further argument); appeal to vague and imprecise abstractions whose
content is never systematically elaborated (such as the common use of
“dialectics” to defend Marxist concepts). To be analytical in this sense
does not imply a commitment to particular substantive positions, but to
the importance of breaking down concepts, making explicit and syste-
matic distinctions, defending the fine points of definitions, etc.*

Choice 3: Empirical (but not empiricist) versus theoristicist Marxism.
[ believe, for reasons which will become clearer in my responses to
subsequent questions, that in order to have any confidence that the
explanations produced within Marxist theory are in fact explanatory of
anything, they must be produced in articulation with empirical research
agendas. Analytical precision and coherence alone does not ensure
explanatory power. Neither, of course, does empirical research alone.
For Marxist explanations to advance, the two must be combined. The
word “combined” is fraught with difficulties and ambiguities, but these
difficulties are not so severe as to make theoretical advance impossible.
In any event, this ambition is embodied in the third dimension of choice.

The list of six constraints on the concept of class structure can’t be
viewed as somehow methodologically derived from these three choices
over the type of Marxism which I pursue. These six constraints all
involve substantive claims about class theory, and substantive claims can
never be logically derived from methodological principles.” Neverthe-
less, the effort at producing such a list can be seen as motivated by these
general methodological commitments. This list is meant to specify in an
analytically explicit way what class structure is meant to explain.

4. The expression “analytical Marxism” has been identified with what is sometimes
called “rational choice Marxism.” This identification is unjustified. While it is certainly true
that rational choice Marxists are analytical, and equally true 1hat analytical Marxists are
often drawn to rational choice theory because of its clarity and precision, there is no neces-
sary relationship between the two, and many analytically oriented Marxists rejecl rational
choice theory as an adequate way of building theories of society. For a discussion of
rational choice Marxism, see A. Carling, “Rational Choice Marxism,” New Left Review
no. 160 (1986). For an anthology of recent work by self-styled analytical Marxisls, see J.
Roemer (ed.), Analytical Marxism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986). For a
critique of the methodological individualist aspirations of certain analytical Marxists, see E.
Sober, A. Levine, and E.O. Wright, “Marxism and Methodological Individualism,” New
Left Review, no. 162 (1987).

5. I strongly agree with Barry Hindess and Paul Hirst’s arguments in Marx's Capital
and Capitalism Today (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1977, ch. 4), on this point:
substantive lheoretical claims about lhe world cannot be derived from epistemological
doctrines. Such doctrines may make il possible to make certain substantive claims, but
substantive claims require specific arguments about mechanisms, causes, processes, and
these cannot be logically inferred from methodological principles.
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1.2 In Chapter 5 you “adjudicate™ between your triaxial, exploitation-
centered theory of class and other theories of class. Your theory wins, but
the theory belonging to the person setting the terms of debate always
seems to win. Isn’t this like playing prosecutor and judge at the same
time—and is there any way to adjudicate fairly between rival theories?

First, a point of clarification: the adjudication at issue in chapter five is
actually between alternative concepts of class structure rather than alter-
native theories of classes. Of course, the presupposition of concept-
adjudication is that these concepts fit into some general theory, but in
this particular case I made the assumption that the contending concepts
all fit into the same general theory. This is important, because the task of
concept adjudication within a common general theory is much easier (if
still often difficult) than the adjudication between contending general
theories. When concept adjudication occurs within a general theory
there is an agreement about what the concept in question is meant to
explain (this is what it means to say that they are contending concepts
within the same theory); the debate is over the appropriate elaboration
of the concept for it to accomplish this explanatory task, not over the
object of explanation itself.

A theorist engaged in the task of adjudication may be prosecutor and
judge at the same time, but she or he is not also the jury. The jury is the
intellectual community engaged in the theoretical debate in question,
and the “verdict” of such juries involves examining the cases presented
by contending attempts at adjudication. As I point out in my methodo-
logical discussion of the problem of adjudication, the results of such
adjudication are usually ambiguous: some concepts appear more
coherent theoretically, but less consistent with observations than their
rivals; some concepts appear consistent with some theoretical
constraints, but not others; etc. It is because of these ambiguities that
debates over given conceptual definitions can go on and on. But this
does not mean that such debates can never be resolved, that certain
rivals can never be eliminated.

Within the constraints of a given theory, adjudication can be fair or
unfair, honest or dishonest. Dishonest adjudication occurs when the
theorist surveys a range of alternative empirical results and only reports
those that are consistent with the desired verdict. Dishonest adjudication
occurs when concepts are operationalized in ways that privilege the
desired outcomes. But such biases are not inherent in the adjudication
process. In the case of the conceptual adjudication in Classes, there are a
number of results which I present which run counter to the conceptual
position I am trying to defend. And in a recent paper on the transform-
ation of the American class structure, I show that an earlier adjudication
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between Marxist and post-industrial theories of changes in class struc-
tures is not supported by evidence from the 1970s.° In any case, the real
safeguard to fairness is not the scholarly integrity of the investigator, but
the openness of the challenges from alternative views and the intellectual
capacity of the “jury” to juggle the ambiguities of contending
adjudications.

1.3 All academics, it is probably fair to say, try to come up with some-
thing new. Bur Classes, with its reconceptualization of classes and its
appropriation of statistical procedures, seems to be quite a break from the
Marxist tradition in which you place yourself. Do you feel that you are
founding a new subtradition within Marxist thought—and if so, what are
the implications of such a position?

My work in Classes, and my earlier work in empirical class analysis, are
by no means the first examples of relatively sophisticated use of statisti-
cal analyses by Marxists.” Nor does my preoccupation with sorting out
the underlying assumptions and logic of key concepts within Marxism, in
this case the concept of class, represent a novel innovation in Marxist
theory. What is probably true, however, is that Classes and the earlier
work of which it is an extension are relatively unusual in trying to do
both of these: to aspire to analytical precision in the elaboration of
concepts and statistical rigor in empirical investigation.

The biographical roots of this particular gestalt are to be found in the
intellectual and academic context in which I first seriously engaged both
Marxism and sociology. As a radical intellectual in the early 1970s I was
an enthusiastic participant in the renewal of Marxist theory, first in
terms of the problem of the state and subsequently the problem of
classes. But I was also an enthusiastic budding academic and wanted
Marxist ideas to have an impact within sociology as a discipline. As a
missionary proselytizer I wanted to “save sociology” from the sins of
bourgeois thought as well as to “save Marxism” from the sins of dog-
matism.? The joining of statistical methods with conceptual rigor seemed

6. See E.O. Wright and B. Martin, “The Transformalion of 1he American Class Struc-
lure: 1960-1970," American Journal of Sociology, July, 1987.

7. To cite just a few olher examples, see M. Reich, Racial Inequality (Princelon:
Princeton Universily Press, 1981); R. Friedland, “Class Power and Social Control: the War
on Poverty,” Politics and Society, vol. 6, no. 4 (1976); G. Esping-Anderson, Politics
Against Markets (Princeton: Princelon University Press, 1984); A. Przeworski and J.
Sprague, Paper Stones (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1986).

8. Michael Burawoy, in a personal communication, suggesled the tension in my work
between these two missions of salvation.
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the most powerful way of accomplishing these two goals.

Does this combination constitute the basis for a new subtradition
within Marxism? If it is part of a subtradition, I would not characterize
this so much as the joining of quantitative techniques and conceptualiz-
ation, but of systematic empirical research and conceptualization. [ do
not in any way privilege quantitative analysis over qualitative data as
bases for empirical investigation. The kinds of data used to engage
empirical problems should be strictly determined by the questions being
asked and the evidence needed to discriminate between alternative
answers. What is characteristic of the empirical research in this “new
subtradition,” then, is not so much its reliance on statistical procedures
as such, but its stress on the importance of formulating explicit causal
models of variationsin the theoretical objects of the research. The actual
research can take forms as diverse as quasi-experimental designs of
comparative qualitative case studies, as in Burawoy’s work in industrial
sociology, or multivariate quantitative data analysis. The critical point is
that the causal models (or what I have called in a more Marxian voice
“models of determination”) are explicit and that they are deployed to
explain variations.

2 Theory and Evidence

2.1 You argue that concepts are constrained by theoretical frameworks
(p. 20) and that data are constrained by “real mechanisms in the world”
{(p. 58). But while you elaborate the conceptual constraints, the empirical
constraints on data remain unclear. What are these “real mechanisms”
and how do they constrain the data?

To claim that data are constrained by real mechanisms in the world is to
reject the idealist claim that “facts” are entirely produced by “dis-
courses.” A radical idealist view of data is based on three correct theses:

1. Our theories determine what questions we ask.

2. Our conceptual frameworks determine the categories in terms of
which we make our observations and thus determine what we can see.

3. There is therefore no such thing as theory-neutral or concept-
neutral facts.

From these correct premises, however, an unjustified conclusion is
drawn: facts are wholly constituted by theories. While concepts may
determine what we can see (the range of possible observations), it does
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not follow from this that they determine what we do see (the actual
observations within that range). The “transcendental realist” argument
against idealism is that within the range of possible facts determined by
our concepts, real mechanisms in the world, mechanisms that exist
independently of our theories, determine our actual observations.” It is
in this sense that data is constrained by the world, not just by our
theories of the world.

A realist claim of this sort is based on a distinction between three
domaines of “reality”, which Bhaskar calls the domaine of the real, of
the actual and the empirical, to which correspond three ontological cate-
gories: mechanisms, events and experiences.'® Bhaskar argues that
mechanisms should be seen as generating events, and these events, in
conjunction with various conditions of perception/observation, in turn
generate our experiences (that is, observed “facts”). In a simple way this
can be diagramed as follows:

Figure 1 Logic of Production of Facts in a Realist Philosophy of Science

Conditions of Observation
(both social and conceptual)

l

Mechanisms ==~ Events == Experiences (facts)

The claim that experiences are not identical to events and mechanisms is
the basis for the rejection of empiricism; the claim that experiences are
shaped by mechanisms and events (and not entirely explainable by
conditions of perception) is the basis for the rejection of radical
idealism. One of the pivotal consequences of this position in the phil-
osophy of science is that it helps to explain how factual anomalies are
produced within theories. If theories were entirely self-confirming, if
they determined the actual experiences of the observer, then anomalies

9. 1 am following R. Bhaskar, A Realist Theory of Science (Brighlon: Harvester Press,
1978) in adopling lhe expression “Iranscendenlal realism.” This posilion is conlrasled both
to what Bhaskar calls “transcendental idealism” (the view that facts are wholly constituted
by concepts) and what he calls empirical realism, or what is generally called simply
empiricism (the view that there is an identity between facts and mechanisms).

10. Bhaskar, ibid., p. 56.
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would not occur: theories could produce facts entirely consistent with
the theories. Observational anomalies are possible because the real
mechanisms in the world that exist independently of our theories shape
our actual observations.

Question 2.1 asks “what are these ‘real mechanisms’ and how do they
constrain the data?” The answer to that question, of course, depends
entirely upon the substantive problem under consideration. The real
mechanisms in the formation of class consciousness are different from
the real mechanisms in the production of economic crisis. And the
specific ways in which they constrain data also vary with substantive
problem. It is the central task of scientific theories—at least if one adopts
a realist perspective on theory construction—to try to understand these
mechanisms.

Let me give a specific empirical example of these issues to try to add
further clarity to the problem of the interaction of real mechanisms and
conceptual categories in the production of “data.” Let us look at the
problem of class formation, specifically at the formation of what might
be termed ideological class coalitions. Class structures can be viewed as
a relational terrain upon which multiple possible class formations can be
historically created. One of the tasks of class analysis is to study the
process by which these possibilities are actualized. One kind of data that
is relevant to observing class formations is the distribution of ideologies
across various categories in the class structure. When the people in
different class locations share similar ideological configurations, we can
say that they are part of a common ideological class coalition. Now, to
explore this set of issues several critical conceptual tasks have to be
accomplished: we must abstractly specify what we mean by class struc-
ture and by ideology; we must operationalize these abstract concepts
into observational categories; and we must gather observations using
those categories based on those abstractions. For argument, let us
suppose that we have adopted the class structural framework advocated
in Classes. This implies that the class structure can be represented as a
multidimensional matrix of locations determined by the distribution of
exploitation-generating assets. Figure 2 indicates how I will represent
this matrix for present purposes.'!

Now, on the basis of the logic of this conceptualization of class
structure, it is possible to specify a range of possible ideological class
formations that could be built on this structural foundation. Several of
these are illustrated in Figure 3.

11. This is a slight simplification of the elaboration in Chapter 3 of Classes, since the
distinction between capitalists and small employers has been dropped.
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Figure 2 Matrix of Class Locations within the Class Structure of
Contemporary Capitalism

Owner Wage Laborer

Expert Nonexpert +
Capitalist manager manager

0 Organiza-
i

Petty 1on assets
bourgeois Nonmanager Worker B

expert

+ 0 -

Skill assets

Let us suppose that after we elaborate and operationalize our
concepts and conduct our observations, we obtain an empirical map
similar to model 1: that is, workers and capitalists are ideologically
polarized with an ideological buffer “middle-class” coalition in between.
The realist framework for understanding the production of these data
implies a particular agenda for someone who 1s skeptical about the inter-
pretation of these “facts.” The burden on such a critic is to propose an
alternative explanation for the results, for the “experiences” represented
in the empirical map. The critic has a double task: first, to elaborate an
alternative account of underlying mechanisms, and second, to explain
how, with those alternative generative mechanisms, these results are
produced by the conceptual framework of the observer. That is, the
critic needs to present a model of the conditions of possibility for these
observations given an alternative theory of generative mechanisms.

For example, let us suppose someone objects to this asset-based
exploitation model of the relation between class structure and class
formation and argues that ideological formations are not the result of
such mechanisms at all, but of the strategies of political parties. Parties,
of course, operate under theories, and if party leaders believe that some-
thing like model 1 in Figure 3 below explains ideological proclivities,
then they may adopt strategies which in fact produce these results. Party
strategies may generate self-fulfilling prophecies: if the leadership of
socialist parties believes that only workers are amenable to socialist
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Figure 3 Formable and Unformable Class Formations in Contemporary
Capitalism

Ideological coalition:
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ideas, and organize their mobilization drives accordingly, then only
workers will be prosocialist ideologically. But—it might be argued—
workers actually have no greater inherent predisposition to accept such
ideas than do people in any other class category. The same argument
holds for the strategies of parties supporting pro-capitalist ideologies or
any other kind of ideology. The distribution of ideologies in a popu-
lation, then, would not be the result of any inherent or natural suscepti-
bilities of people in different class locations to particular ideologies but
of the intersection of the diverse strategies of various parties {and other
ideology-producing institutions).
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The implication of this alternative view is that if we could find a
political environment in which a socialist party tried to mobilize capi-
talists and managers and workers, whereas procapitalist parties mobi-
lized experts and petty bourgeois, then in fact the pattern represented in
model 4 in Figure 3 could occur. The only reason it does not occur
empirically is because parties falsely believe that people in different
“objective” locations are likely to be more responsive to certain ideolo-
gies than to others.

This criticism is framed in terms of the requirements of realist theory
of science: it not only poses an alternative mechanism, but explains the
conditions of possibility for the empirical observations. Figure 4 illus-
trates the explanatory shift represented by this criticism.

Figure 4 Competing Models of Consciousness Formation

Initial model.;

limits
Class structure —» patterns of ideological class formation

Alternative model:
Empirical map of
class structure

Ideologies of class —p Party stratégics — ideological class formation

The initial theory posed a simple relationship between class structure
and class consciousness: class structure imposes limits of possibility on
ideological class formation. The challenging model asserts that the
empirical association between class structure and ideological formations
is spurious: ideologies of class explain both the empirical map of class
structure and patterns of ideological class formation (via the intervening
mechanism of party strategies). Furthermore, this kind of realist critique
of the initial model poses a quasi-experimental design for adjudicating
the contending claims: what we need to find is a society with the same
basic class structure but with parties targeting radically different kinds of
people for recruitment. Of course, the fact that it is impossible to
conduct the experiment means that it will be very difficult to resolve the
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debate. Indeed, this is partially why debates in social science are often so
protracted. But the criticism still recognizes both the existence of real
mechanisms and the mediation of conceptual frameworks in the pro-
duction of “facts.”'?

2.2 Classes presents a Mertonian balance between theory and empirical
research. In fact, the book seems to be an exemplary model of “logical
positivist” scientific inquiry. Is this an accurate description of your
methodological views?

It is often quite unclear to me exactly what methodological prescriptions
(virtues or sins) are being subsumed under the rubric “positivism.” If
positivism is simply the view that theory and empirical research need to
be “balanced” in some kind of systematic interaction, then indeed I
would describe my work as “positivist”—in contrast to both theoreticism
and empiricism.

“Positivism,” however, is generally taken to mean not just a
“balance” between theory and empirical research, but a particular way
of understanding the relationship between the two. As discussed by
Bhaskar, positivism is generally associated with the view that “empirical
invariances are necessary for laws” and that “the conceptual and the
empirical jointly exhaust the real.”'® A transcendental realist perspective
on theory construction rejects the identification of empirical invariances
(constant conjunctions of events) with laws. In its place the more
complex understanding reflected in Figure 1 above is adopted: under-
lying generative mechanisms are seen as producing events which in turn,
in conjunction with observational mechanisms, produce experiences (the
domaine of the empirical). Empirical regulanties are thus always the
result of the operation of at least two ontologically distinct mechanisms:
the mechanisms of observation and the mechanisms producing the events.
This implies that unless the scientist adopts a strong theory of obser-
vation, it will be impossible to distinguish between empirical regularities

12. The example given above is from debates in class theory. I could equally well have
chosen an example from gender theory. Much traditional gender analysis has argued for
“natural” differences between the sexes: men are more aggressive, women are more nur-
turant, etc. A realist feminist critique would argue that some unspecified mechanism (patri-
archal culture or male domination, for example) explains the conditions of possibility for
the empirical observations of the traditional model. Again, the quasi-experimental design
for definitively establishing the realist feminist thesis—the observation of gender differences
in the absence of male domination—makes these debates particularly difficult to resolve.

13, Bhaskar, A Realist Theory of Science, p. 20.
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produced by the observational mechanisms from regularities produced
by underlying mechanisms in the phenomenon under study. It is in this
sense that theories are a precondition for understanding empirical regu-
larities—and thus “laws”—rather than simply a generalization of obser-
vational regularities.

This perspective on science is not an esoteric doctrine. It is in fact the
implicit stance of most real scientific practice. The search for spurious
empirical relations, the insistence on the distinction between simple
correlation and causation, the treatment of “laws” as “laws of tendency”
(and thus their effects being empirically blockable by countervailing
mechanisms) rather than “empirical invariances”—all of these are at the
heart of good scientific practice.' Positivism may have been the
predominant current in the philosophy of science, but it is not the
mmplicit philosophy of the actual practice of science.

2.3 You use a series of eight questions to determine survey respondent’s
class consciousness, which you are then able to manipulate statistically as
a quantitative variable (pp. 146-7). To do so you must presume that
class consciousness is something susceptible to measurement. How do
you justify such a presumption?

Class consciousness is not susceptible to measurement. Class conscious-
ness is a concept that specifies a set of mechanisms; what is “measur-
able” (observable) are the effects of this mechanism. If class
consciousness is a real mechanism—if this concept actually designates
something real in the world—then it must generate events (this is what it
means to be a mechanism), and if it generates events, then in con-
junction with our observational procedures, these events can generate
“facts.” That is, consciousness can be placed within the ontological
framework of Figure 1 in the following manner:

14, The relation between mechanisms, events and experiences in Figure 1 supports the
treatment of explanatory laws as laws of tendency. Since the world is an “open system” in
which countless mechanisms are operating simultaneously, it is always possible that a given
mechanism is present, but its empirical effects are blocked by the operation of some other
mechanism. This means that the presence of a given mechanism is not sufficient to produce
the empirical consequence; it simply produces tendencies, tendencies whose realization
depends upon a range of other conditions. This is precisely why experiments are so
important in science: by adding theoretically controlled causes to the natural world—the
causes imposed by the experimenter—a law of tendency can be observed as producing
empirical invariances. These invariances between mechanism and experience (observation),
however, are consequences of the experiment: they do not occur in nature.
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Figure 5 Class Consciousness, Attitudes and Questionnaire Responses

Conditions of obsecrvation
(both social and conceptual)

Class consciousness = Attitudes = Responses to questionnaire
(mechanism) (events) (facts)

The “facts” gathered in a survey, therefore, are removed from class
consciousness in a double sense: first, these facts are removed from
consciousness because the attitudes which they reflect are not identical
to class consciousness as such; and second, they are removed from
consciousness because they are determined by the observational con-
ditions of the survey as much as they are determined by the attitudinal
“raw materials” which they attempt to measure.

Two central aspects of these observational conditions affect the
nature of the facts embodied in the survey. First, and most obviously,
there is the formulation of the questions themselves. The questions in
any survey reflect the conceptual frameworks of the observer: not only
the topics, but the subtle aspects of wording are shaped by the con-
ceptual presupposition of the designer of the questionnaire. The range
of possible “facts” from a survey is thus determined, in part, by the
conceptual constraints imposed in the survey design. Second, and less
obviously, the administration of a survey to a respondent is a social
process, and this process also affects the translation of attitudes (the
events produced by consciousness) into data. To just illustrate the point,
many respondents experience the survey encounter as a kind of “exami-
nation” and are therefore concerned about giving the “correct” answer
(in spite of being explicitly told that “there are no right answers; we are
interested in your opinions”). The answers, therefore, may have less to
do with attitudes rooted in class consciousness than with attitudes
towards testing and authority.

It is sometimes argued that the social relational context of survey
interviews is so powerful that it destroys any possibility of treating
survey responses as measures of the attitudinal events produced by class
consciousness.'® The only observations that are capable of reflecting the

15. For a defense of such arguments, see G. Marshall, “Some Remarks on the Study of
Working-Class Consciousness,” Politics and Society, vol. 12, no. 3 (1983).
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events produced by consciousness are unobtrusive observations, either
from direct participation in the social struggles embodying class
consciousness or from the spontaneously produced texts and records of
those struggles. While the problem of the conceptual framework of the
observer would still be present in such “naturalistic” observations (as
they are in all observations), the social interactions of the observer with
the people under study would less pervasively influence the “facts.”!®

These are serious objections to using survey data as measures of
consciousness-producing events. If one adopts a radically empiricist
approach to theory construction in which theories are no more than
inductively arrived at generalizations from the data, then the kinds of
measurement distortions discussed above would be very damaging.
Unless one had reason to believe that the distortions caused by the
measurement procedure are random, then any descriptive general-
izations built on those observations could not be extended beyond the
context of attitudes-in-interviews. Ironically, perhaps, it is within a
narrowly positivist philosophy of science that the distortions of survey
methods would most seriously undermine the usefulness of surveys as a
strategy of empirical research.

If one adopts a realist approach to science, however, the problems of
observational distortions in survey research do not necessarily invalidate
research using such data. The data from a survey are not used to gener-
ate inductively arrived at descriptive generalizations, but to construct
quasi-experimental designs for testing various theoretically elaborated
causal models. In such a context, a critic of using survey data has to do
more than simply demonstrate distortions in the measurements. These
distortions have to be such as to produce systematic biases in the results
relative to the theoretical model under investigation. Distortions can
simply scramble results, or they can reduce the strength of the empirical
predictions of the model, or they can produce strong empirical corre-

16. One could also, of course, reject the basic model in Figure 5 by arguing that the
events produced by consciousness are not attitudes—discursively accessible opinions of
individuals—but actions (practices). The implicit model would then be that the underlying
subjective mechanisms designated by “consciousness” directly shape the practices of actors
without affecting their consciously held opinions on anything. Such a model, 1 would
argue, is more appropriately called a model of class urnconsciousness than consciousness.
The point of talking about “consciousness” is that we believe that social practices should be
viewed as intentional actions rather than just “behaviors.” And if intentions are important
in explaining actions, then it is important to study the various aspects of the discursively
accessible subjective states that frame the formation of intentions: the preferences of actors,
the views of alternative courses of actions, the theories people hold of the consequences of
different choices, etc. These are basically what “attitudes” are meant to designate.
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Jations completely contradicting a given theoretical model.'"” The
distortions generated by the method of observation need not reinforce
the theory of the observer—there is no a priori reason to assume that the
biases have the character of a “self-fulfilling” prophecy (that is, theories
need not produce observational biases that are self-validating of the
theory). As in any theoretical criticism within a realist framework, there-
fore, a critic of the measurements in a survey must explain the “cond-
itions of possibility” for the empirical relations generated by the data.

In the specific context of the research reported in Classes, there is
little reason to believe that the measurement distortions would tend to
artefactually produce associations between exploitation-centered
concepts of class structure and the empirical measures of class
consciousness. So long as the data are being used to adjudicate between
theoretically specified models, therefore, the burden is on a critic to
show that the results favor one model over another because of the
measurement strategy rather than because of the real mechanisms in the
theory.

One of the implications of these comments is that survey research in
general, and perhaps research on such concepts as class consciousness in
particular, is mainly useful for studying well-specified theories rather
than for making novel “discoveries” about the world. It is much harder
to have confidence in highly counter-intuitive, unexpected results, in
results which correspond to no theoretical model, than in results which
are strongly supportive of one or another existing explanation. Of
course, descriptive anomalies and counter-intuitive results in survey
research, like in any other kind of research, can provoke the con-
struction of new theories. But because of the seriousness of the problem
of observational distortions, it is always necessary to treat descriptive
surprises with particular suspicion in surveys.

3 Role of the Scientist

3.1 Politics come lastin Classes, literally: the subject is discussed only in a
six-page postscript. Does your scientific method preclude considerations

17. The chronically low explained variances in regression equalions predicting altiludes
reflecls, I think, 1he pervasiveness of noise in such data. Many respondents literally answer
the questions randomly: they do not lislen 1o lhe inlerviewer, lhey are dislracted by other
concerns, they simply want to gel lhe inlerview over and say whatever pops inlo their head
withoul reflecling on the queslion. The result is that lhe explainable variance in a survey
question (that part of lhe tolal variance lhal is systemalically generated by any underlying
mechanisms) is much lower lhan lhe empirical variance.
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of ethical and political issues, or is there some other explanation for the
relative absence of such consideration?

While it is true that the only place in the book where I explicitly engage
“politics” is in the final few pages, I do not think that this implies that
the rest of the book is unconcerned with political and normative issues.
Indeed, the preoccupation of the book with the problem of exploitation
reflects ethical concerns: to characterize the generative mechanisms of
class relations in terms of exploitation is to bring questions of justice and
oppression into the heart of the concept of class. Similarly, a range of
substantive discussions in the book are centrally preoccupied with politi-
cal issues: the discussion of the historical trajectory of forms of exploit-
ation and the successive eliminations of forms of exploitation, the
discussion of class alliances and class formation, the discussion of the
relationship between class structure and state structure, and so on. It is
hard for me to see why these discussions are secen as somehow non-
political.

Still, most of the book is concerned with clarifying conceptual issues
and not with politics as such. Whether this signals a “relative absence” of
political discussion or not, it is certainly the emphasis of the book. This
empbhasis, I think, is related to my “scientific method”: if one adopted a
more empilricist approach to concept formation and theory construction,
there would be little call for such elaborate attention being paid to the
nuances of the concept of class. If the definitions of concepts are treated
simply as heuristic conventions, then there is no need to specify and
justify the theoretical presuppositions of a given definition or to attempt
to adjudicate between rival definitions. The fact that so much of the
book is concerned with concept formation in this sense is a consequence
of the underlying method.

I do not, however, see these methodological concerns as in tension
with normative and political interests. The reason for worrying about
how best to conceptualize the “middle class” is because inadequate
concepts impede the construction of adequate theories, and inadequate
theories impede our explanations of social and political problems. Marx
is famous for saying that the point is not merely to interpret the world,
but to change it. The methodological premise of my work is that in order
to effectively change the world, one must understand it.

3.2 Survey research and statistical analysis are methods of social
analysis well-entrenched in the American sociological community, which
is not known for its rebelliousness. Is this conformist method at odds with
a revolutionary theory and praxis?
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Any method for generating explanations of real mechanisms is neces-
sarily in a creative tension with revolutionary “praxis,” and in that sense
could be seen as “at odds” with revolutionary activity. Revolutionary
praxis requires deep and absolute commitments, a suspension of skepti-
cism, a willingness to believe in the viability of historical alternatives to
the extent that one 1s willing to risk one’s life for their achievement.
Scientific debate, on the other hand, requires perpetual skepticism, a
constant questioning of certainties, an insistence on the provisional char-
acter of all explanations and on the problematic status of all predictions
for the future. Revolutionary militancy requires true believers; scientific
method rejects the possibility of absolute truth.

The tension is therefore not between something called “conformist
method” (whatever that means) on the one hand, and a harmonious
couplet “revolutionary theory and praxis” on the other.'® The tension is
fundamentally between revolutionary theory itself (understood as the
scientific theory of revolutionary transformation) and revolutionary
praxis. The tendency within the Marxist tradition for revolutionary
theory to be transformed into revolutionary ideology reflects this tension.
Marxism as Ideology provides certainties. It has a ready explanation for
everything. Its rhetoric, at least in certain historical situations, is power-
ful in campaigns of mobilization. When Marxism becomes an Ideology
in this sense, it is no longer at odds with revolutionary praxis and
commitment, but it also ceases to be a scientific theory capable of
producing new explanations and understandings of the world.

The contrast being drawn here between “Ideology” and “scientific
theory” is, needless to say, a controversial one. Many radicals want to
argue that science is no more than a form of ideology. If ideology is
defined as any and all systems of ideas embodied in the subjectivities of
actors, then of course, by definition, all scientific theory must be
“ideology.” This is equivalent to simply saying that science is a form of
thought, which is hardly a bold insight. If, on the other hand, we use the
term “Ideology” to designate a particular structure of thought, a particu-
lar mode of cognition in which ideas are ordered authoritatively in terms
of some closed system of principles and are not subject to any internal
principles of auto-critique and revision in light of “empirical” evidence,
then it is no longer trivial to say that science is “just” ideology. This is
the sense in which [ believe there is a deep tension between revolution-
ary theory (science) and revolutionary praxis: revolutionary praxis needs
revolutionary ideology, but revolutionary theory, to remain scientific,

18. The expression “conformis! melhod” is highly tendentious in this question. It is
clearly meant lo impugn the motivations for adopling the method (conformism) rather
than to conslilule a serious evalualion of the method.



70 THE DEBATE ON CLASSES

must constantly challenge all ideology.!” While I believe that it is
certainly the case that scientific practices (like all practices), and thus the
theories produced by those practices, are influenced by ideology, often
pervasively, I do not believe that scientific theories are reducible to
ideology.

Question 3.2 above implies that a method of data gathering (surveys)
and analysis (statistics) can be used for only certain kinds of theories
(anti-rebellious conformist theories). As a matter of historical record, it
is worth noting that neither Marx nor Lenin held such views: Marx was
involved in survey research (a survey of Belgian workers) and was
certainly willing to use the forms of statistical data analysis available in
his time, and Lenin did not hesitate to engage in quantitative data ana-
lysis where appropriate. This, of course, does not settle the methodo-
logical question, for both Marx and Lenin may simply have uncritically
used “conformist” methods themselves.

What would have to be true about a theory for survey data and statisti-
cal analysis to be intrinsically inappropriate? Survey data is simply data
gathered by asking people questions about themselves—about their
work, about their biographies, about their ideas. A census, for example,
is no more than “survey research” on the whole population. If knowing
the distribution of the population into different occupations is relevant
for a theory, then survey data are appropriate. There are two bases upon
which one could categorically reject survey data. First, on strictly
methodological grounds it can be argued, as suggested in the discussion
of question 2.3 above, that the interviewing relation so powerfully
deforms responses to survey questions, that they cannot be treated as
measures of the salient “events” in a theory. Particularly when the
attempt is to measure “attitudes,” the resulting data, it could be argued,
is simply an artifact of the interview and is thus useless in investigating
important theoretical problems. Second, apart from the problem of
measurement distortions, it could be claimed that the mechanisms
postulated in the theory are unconnected with the subjective reports of
individuals about their lives, even if those reports could be accurately

19. It is very imporlant in this discussion not lo get bogged down in the problem of
how best to deploy words. If one insisls on using the lerm “ideology” in lhe encompassing
sense of all subjectively constituted syslems of lhought, lhen lhe lension discussed here can
be reframed as a lension between two types or aspects of revolutionary ideology: revo-
lutionary scientific ideology and, perhaps, revolutionary religious ideology. Revolutionary
ideologies often become a kind of secular religion, at leasl in so far as in certain historical
setlings Marxism involves “sacred” lexts, lalmudic scholars, anointed priests and rituals
which affirm ultimate meaning. As a motivating revolutionary ideology, Marxism shares
with traditional religions a preoccupation wilh telos and ultimate meanings. While god is
replaced as the wellspring of that lelos by “history” or “class struggle,” lhe cognilive
processes in defending lhe vision of that lelos are nol so different from theology.
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recorded. Data obtained from the reports of subjects would thus not
provide access to any of the events generated by the mechanisms of the
theory.?

The first of these objections has some plausibility, but it has nothing
to do with a tension between survey methods and “revolutionary
theory”; it would constitute a tension between survey methods and any
explanatory theory. The second objection, on the other hand, has no
plausibility. While it may be the case, as Marxists have always argued (in
good realist fashion) that many of the key mechanisms of social deter-
mination operate “behind the backs” of actors, it is certainly not the case
that Marxist theory insists that subjects have no knowledge of any of the
events produced by those mechanisms. This does not mean, of course,
that survey data is necessarily the best kind of data for answering
Marxist questions, but simply that it is not inherently proscribed by the
explanatory principles of Marxism.

What about quantitative methods of data analysis? For a theory to be
logically incompatible with statistical analysis, none of the mechanisms
postulated in the theory can produce quantitative variations—either in
the sense of variations in degree along some dimension or variations in
the probability associated with some event. While it may certainly be the
case that it is difficult to measure such quantitative variations on the
conceptual terrain of Marxist theory, there is no inherent reason why
quantitative analysis is incompatible with the causal processes postulated
in Marxist theory. Again, as with the issue of survey data, this does not
mean that quantitative analysis has a privileged standing within Marxist
theory. Indeed, a good case can be made that because of the impossi-
bility of adequately measuring the appropriate quantitative variations,
statistical research is generally unsuitable for many of the cenfral
questions Marxists ask. The point is merely that there is no inherent
incompatibility between Marxism as a scientific theory of society and
such techniques of observation and data analysis.

I think that the suspicion many Marxists have of quantitative methods
comes, at least in part, from the common practice among sociologists
(and other social scientists) to invert the proper relationship between
method and substance. Many sociologists begin with a bag of technical
tricks and then ask: “What questions can I address with these methods?”
Many dissertations are motivated not by passionate engagement with the
substantive theoretical issues in some subfield of sociology, but by a

20. Thus, for example, one might reasonably argue that survey research is incompatible
with certain types of psychoanalytic theories, at leasl in so far as none of the salient events
in 1he theory are discursively accessible to the subjecl.



72 THE DEBATE ON CLASSES

desire to apply some elegant technique. Students are forced to invest a
lot of time and energy into learning these techniques (at least in some
academic programs) and thus have an interest in using them in their
research. Much quantitative research is thus methods-driven rather than
theory-driven.

Methods-driven research tends to produce work of relatively mar-
ginal theoretical contribution. This is not logical necessity—one could
begin with a method and still ask interesting and important questions.
But in practice, methods-driven research usually reflects a general dis-
engagement of the researcher from theory as such. The most profound
theoretical problems and debates tend to be quite distant from the prac-
tical matters of research and thus considerable theoretical work is neces-
sary to translate those issues into researchable questions. If one begins
with methods, then it is unlikely that this theoretical work will be accom-
plished. The result is that methods-driven research tends to be pre-
occupied with exceedingly narrow problems, relatively unconnected
with enduring theoretical debates.

Marxists—and other theoretically minded social scientists for that
matter—thus have good reason to be suspicious of research strategies
that put methods at the center stage and ask only those questions which
are answerable with a limited set of techniques. But it does not follow
from this that they need be suspicious of quantitative methods as such.

In fact, there are many debates within the Marxist tradition that can
really only be resolved through quantitative study. For example, in
recent years there has been an important debate over the problem of
whether or not the technological and organizational changes in
advanced capitalism have the effect of “deskilling” the labor force. This
has important theoretical and political implications. It is possible
through intensive case studies to document clear instances where such
deskilling has occurred. And it is possible to elaborate a theoretical
argument for why the underlying mechanisms of capitalism tend to
generate such deskilling effects. But, as many theorists have also recog-
nized, there are countervailing mechanisms for reskilling, and plenty of
empirical examples where this has in fact occurred. The only way ¢to
assess the relative causal weights of these tendencies and counter-
tendencies and thus the cogency of the overall deskilling argument is to
attempt to measure skills, their transformations over time, and their
relationship to various technical and organizational characteristics of
work. Such research could involve “surveys” (gathering data from indi-
viduals about their work) and would surely involve quantitative analysis
(both of the temporal changes in skills and of the correlations between
changes in skills and changes in the technical and organizational
properties posited in the theory). Again, this does not mean that quanti-
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tative methods have any kind of privileged status within Marxism, but
simply that there are theoretical questions for which such methods are
essential for producing serious empirical answers.

3.3 Given the respect and prestige which quantitative science commands
in the United States, and especially in the academic community, can your
method be considered a strategy for winning support for Marxism?

I first embarked on doing quantitative research deploying Marxist
concepts in the early 1970s. From the start, this research had three
general objectives. First, and foremost, I hoped that the research would
contribute to the reconstruction of Marxist theory itself. Debates within
Marxism have always tended to be highly abstract and conceptual, and
while historical and qualitative data is often deployed within those
debates, rarely had the empirical side of the debates been played out in
the form of systematically testing formal causal models. I saw such
research as essential if Marxism was to advance as a social science, and
quantitative research was one way of doing this.

Secondly, 1 did hope that by adopting a research strategy that
deployed sophisticated design and techniques, Marxism would seem
more respectable among non-Marxists, and that this would expand the
institutional space for all sorts of Marxist work within the academy.
Marxism is often viewed as a purely ideological theory (in the sense
discussed in question 3.2 above) incapable of framing its propositions as
“testable hypotheses” about the world. In part this characterization is itself
ideologically motivated by anti-Marxists, but it has to be acknowledged
that dogmatism within the Marxist tradition has also contributed to this
intellectual image. “Multivariate Marxism” (as my research strategy has
sometimes been dubbed) was one way of combating this image.

Finally, I had some hopes that the research itself would actually
convince some people of the theoretical virtues of Marxism. Not only
did I have hopes of creating more tolerance for Marxist work among
non-Marxists, I had the fantasy that by sheer intellectual energy and
empirical power my research would convert some of the opposition.

It has now been ten years since I published my first “Multivariate
Marxist” paper with Luca Perrone, “Marxist Class Categories and
Income Inequality.”?! What is my assessment of these grand objectives?

In terms of the contribution of the quantitative research I have pur-
sued on Marxism as such, so far the direct results have been relatively

21. American Sociological Review, 1977, vol. 42, no. 1 (February).
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modest. Mostly, the data analysis has served to lend moderate support
to particular theoretical arguments about class structure and its effects,
but frequently—as chronically occurs in this game—the results are
ambiguous, troubled by noise and weak correlations and thus fail to
provide compelling adjudications between rival arguments. There have,
of course, been some interesting surprises. I had not expected, for
example, to find such pervasive and often dramatic interactions between
class and gender. My expectation had always been that class mechanisms
would more or less have the same empirical effects for women as for
men, but this is simply not the case.?? But overall it remains the case that
the direct empirical payoffs of the research have, so far at least, not been
spectacular.

Indirectly, however, the research has had significant effects. One of
the virtues of quantitative research is the way in which it forces explicit
definitions and operationalizations of concepts. It is much more difficult
to use vague and unspecified categories when you have to defend a
particular strategy of measuring them. Furthermore, in having to
formally specify the causal model underlying the analysis, one is forced
to engage a range of theoretical issues about the connections among
concepts which otherwise might remain unelaborated. In short, being
forced to operationalize both concepts and theories can contribute sig-
nificantly to their abstract reformulation and clarification.

Let me give two examples from my recent work to illustrate this.
Perhaps the central practical task in my research has been the oper-
ationalization of the concept “class structure.” In my earlier work, one
of the key elements in this concept was the category “semiautonomous
employees,” a class location which I described as occupying a contra-
dictory location between the working class and the petty bourgeoisie. As
it turned out, it was exceedingly difficult to operationalize this category,
to provide explicit criteria which could be used without producing
anomalies (for example, an airline pilot being more proletarianized than
a janitor). These operational classification anomalies were one of the
central spurs to the reconceptualization of class structure represented in
Classes.

A second example concerns the analysis of class consciousness. In a
recent data analysis, I initially wanted to study “class mobility effects”
on ideology and constructed a range of models to pursue this task. In the
course of operationalizing class consciousness and specifying the causal

22. These issues are discussed in “Women in the Class Structure,” Politics and Society,
vol. 17 no. 1, 1989, pp. 35-66; and “Temporality and Class Analysis: A Comparative
Study of the Effects of Class Trajectory and Class Structure on Class Consciousness in
Sweden and the United States,” Sociological Theory, vol. 6 no. 1, 1988.
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models, it became clear that a unidimensional measure of class
consciousness was completely inadequate. Since “mobility” effects tap a
temporal dimension of the lives of individuals, it occurred to me that it
would be worth trying to rethink the problem of measuring conscious-
ness in terms of what could be called the “temporal” dimension of
consciousness—whether the consciousness in question had a forward or
backward time horizon. In the end this led to an argument which char-
acterized class identity as temporally backward and subjective class
interests as temporally forward, and this in turn suggested a particular
pattern linking these temporal dimensions of consciousness to bio-
graphical class trajectories and to current class location. I doubt very
much if this reconceptualization would have been provoked in the
absence of the operational tasks of quantitative research.

What about the second general objective of my research—creating
more institutional space for Marxists in the academy? There is no doubt
that there are more radical intellectuals in faculty positions in sociology
departments today than fifteen years ago and that more Marxist and
other “critical” sociological work is published in major journals. Perhaps
ironically, while in recent years Marxism as a theoretical framework has
lost considerable support among radical intellectuals, it has gained at
least some credibility as a contending and legitimate perspective within
sociology in general. I do not, however, believe that this trajectory in the
academic fortunes of Marxist theory has been primarily a result of the
existence and successes of quantitative “Multivariate Marxism” as such.
Qualitative historical and comparative research by Marxists has done at
least as much to legitimate academic Marxism in American sociology as
quantitative research. Symptomatic of this was the publication in 1982
of the special supplement, Marxist Inquiries: Studies of Labor, Class and
States, to the American Journal of Sociology. Only three of the nine
contributions to the volume were quantitative, and neither of the editors
of the supplement, Michael Burawoy and Theda Skocpol, uses quanti-
tative techniques in their own research.

While quantitative research has been part of enlarging the influence
of Marxism within American sociology, there is little evidence that it has
played the decisive role in this expansion. What I think is more impor-
tant has been the general seriousness with which Marxist and other radi-
cal sociologists have pursued systematic research in general, regardless
of the technologies deployed in that research.?? The quality of this

23. In this conlexl I couple “Marxist” sociology wilh other “radical” sociology. Most
mainstream sociologisis do nol make the dislinction between self-conscious Marxism and
more general radical/crilical perspectives. Theda Skocpol, for example, conlinues lo be
viewed ‘as a Marxist sociologist by many (perhaps most) American sociologists in spite of
her repealed insislence thal her work is in dialogue with Marxism but not Marxisl.
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research both in terms of the conceptual framing of the questions asked
and the practical execution of the empirical strategies has often been
exceptionally high, and this has impressed many critics of the radical
theoretical orientation of this work.

I do not want to suggest that this expansion of the institutional space
for Marxist and radical scholarship is simply the result of dispassionate
appreciation by mainstream sociologists of the intellectual quality of the
work. The acceptance of radical scholarship required the creation of a
political climate of relative intellectual pluralism and tolerance, and this
depended in many instances on struggle. Nevertheless, in the context of
such struggles for recognition, the general quality of research, whether
qualitative or quantitative, by Marxist and radical sociologists was
important.

Finally, has the quantitative “respectability” of my research actually
converted anyone to Marxism? I originally had visions of glorious
paradigm battles, with lances drawn and the valiant Marxist knight
unseating the bourgeois rival in a dramatic quantitative joust. What is
more, the fantasy saw the vanquished admitting defeat and changing
horses as a result.

What has been striking over the past decade is how little serious
debate by mainstream sociology there has been in response to the
outpouring of neo-Marxist research. I have generally been unable to
provoke systematic responses to my research among mainstream socio-
logists, of either a theoretical or empirical kind. A similar silence seems
to be the general response to the quantitative research of most other
radical scholars. The main effect of my research on the mainstream, as
far as I can tell, is that certain “variables” are now more likely to be
included in regression equations. What 1 envisioned as a broad theo-
retical challenge to “bourgeois sociology” backed up by systematic
empirical research has resulted in the pragmatic appropriation of certain
isolated elements of the operationalized conceptual framework with
little attention to abstract theoretical issues.

It is now clear to me, as perhaps it should have been from the start,
that support for Marxism as a social theory is not primarily a question of
a belief in its analytical and explanatory power. It is primarily a political
question. The production of systematic and rigorous research, therefore,
could not in and of itself “convert” anyone to Marxism. For one thing,
on the basis of research alone no one would be convinced of the impor-
tance of the questions being asked. For another, the distance between
the conceptual framework of any general theory and the concrete results
of an empirical study is too great for anyone to be convinced of the
virtues of the former simply because of the empirical power of the latter.
And finally, the results of quantitative analyses in sociology, if presented
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honestly, are always so messy and filled with ambiguities and incon-
sistencies, that without any other reasons for adopting a particular set of
theoretical commitments, the results by themselves could never convince
someone to abandon one general framework for another.

It might be concluded from these observations that quantitative
research, and perhaps all empirical research, is irrelevant to extending
the influence of Marxist theory. This would be, I believe, a false con-
clusion. While politics may be at the heart of the explanation for why
intellectuals adopt particular theoretical perspectives, I do not think that
political motivations are a sufficient explanation. The fact that Marxist
theory has become an exciting and productive terrain on which to ask
questions and pursue research is also important. While the actual results
of this research in and of themselves do not convince anyone to become
a Marxist, the fact that Marxist research produces results—produces new
knowledge—is essential if Marxism is to be a contending theory within
social science.



THE LIMITS OF WRIGHT’S
ANALYTICAL MARXISM AND AN

ALTERNATIVE
Michael Burawoy

1 The Context of Qur Disagreement!

[ had just launched myself into the job market in 1975 when Erik
Wright, a Berkeley graduate student but unknown to me at the time,
called to tell me that a letter of defamation had arrived from a very
prominent Chicago sociologist. It accused me of the worst sins of left
sectarianism and, so Wright said, had ruined any chances of my getting a
job at Berkeley. I had better put a stop to its circulation to other depart-
ments. We met three months later when he and a number of other
Berkeley graduate students together with a select group of faculty and
even the odd staff member organized an undercover interview to resur-
rect my candidacy. In the end they were successful. In those days
students’ sense of political efficacy—a dwindling legacy of the New
Left—was enhanced by the dramatic political split in the department.
It was a time of Marxist renaissance, particularly in Berkeley around
Socialist Revolution, Kapitalistate and the Berkeley Journal of
Sociology. Since then Marxism has become a little more established
within sociology and 1950s style red-baiting and black-listing is more of
an anachronism. But there is no room for complacency. The long
struggle against Wright’s appointment here last year might have
succeeded had the department been less unified in his defence. The
denial of tenure to radical thinkers or even their expulsion from
academia are a continual reminder of the seamier side of life in the
liberal university. Nevertheless, it is true that the political context, both
within and outside the university, has changed over the last twelve years
and we must ask what sort of Marxism it calls for.

Twelve years ago Wright was finishing his dissertation where he
developed his now celebrated reconceptualization of class structure of
advanced capitalist societies. His project was to reformulate Marxist

1. In this paper I have followed Wright in not appealing to authorities and texts to
defend my arguments and in using examples from my own research to illustrate an alter-
native methodology. I’d like to thank Carol Hatch for her biting comments on a late draft.
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notions of class so as to come up with a class map that took into account
the differentiated character of contemporary capitalist class structures
without losing the Marxian idea of class polarization. It was, of course,
more than a retheorization of class. It used Michigan Survey data to map
the contours of the American class structure and to demonstrate that a
Marxian notion of class can more powerfully explain income inequality
than theories relying on human capital or status attainment. It combined
conceptual rigor with empirical adjudication that has become the hall-
mark of Wright’s work. At that time I too was completing my dis-
sertation which by a coincidence neatly complemented his own, in that it
examined the microdynamics of class within a single capitalist firm. We
were both committed to what was then called “Marxist structuralism”
and our intellectual mentors were Louis Althusser, Etienne Balibar, and
Nicos Poulantzas.

On reflection my commitment to this Marxist science was thrust upon
me by the Chicago sociology department, dominated by a narrow-
minded hostility to Marxism. To demonstrate that Marxism, for me
sharply distinguished from sociology, could more effectively explain
social phenomena became a survival strategy. Wright, on the other
hand, from the beginning was a deep-seated believer in the virtues of
science. Just as Wright’s move to Madison only reinforced his commit-
ment to the pursuit of science as universal truth, the atmosphere at
Berkeley stimulated my own doubts about Marxist science, at least as I
had been practicing it. We have never argued out our differences in
print. I am, therefore, delighted that the Berkeley Journal of Sociology
should have celebrated Wright's return to Berkeley by asking him to
elaborate some of the assumptions underlying his Marxism. I’'m even
more delighted to have this opportunity to respond.

2 Science and Revolution

Let us go to the heart of the matter. Of all Wright's claims I find the one
that science and revolution are antithetical the most disturbing.
Certainly the unity of science and revolution, has traditionally been seen
as the core of Marxism and symbolized by the lives of all the great
Marxists: Marx, Engels, Trotsky, Luxemburg, Lukdcs, Lenin, and
Gramsci. Wright comes to a different conclusion. “Revolutionary
militancy requires true believers; scientific method rejects the possibility
of absolute truth . .. Marxism as Ideology provides certainties. It has a
ready explanation for everything. Its rhetoric, at least in certain histori-
cal situations, is powerful in campaigns of mobilization. When Marxism
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becomes an Ideology in this sense, it is no longer at odds with revo-
lutionary praxis and commitment, but it also ceases to be a scientific
theory capable of producing new explanations and understandings of the
world.” These characterizations of revolution and science strike me as
odd. Revolutionary activity requires true believers to be sure but it also
requires a willingness to change one’s views, to adopt new strategies at
critical conjunctures. Was not a certain revolutionary skepticism the
secret of Lenin’s success and that it was sometimes found wanting the
secret of Trotsky’s ultimate demise? Equally, as I shall be at pains to
show, the skepticism of the scientist is ineffective without passionate
commitment not just to the scientific enterprise but also to a given theo-
retical framework. A certain dogmatism is necessary to discipline and
channel the readiness to abandon one set of beliefs for another. Without
dogmatism there is only chaos.

Given then that the opposition of science and revolution is far from
obvious, indeed arbitrary, what are we to make of Wright’s insistence on
that opposition? It permits a shift of commitment away from revolution
toward science. As individuals we have to make a choice, he seems to be
saying, either we take the high road of science with its inherent
skepticism toward final truth or we take the low road of revolution with
a religious commitment to a mobilizing ideology.? Society also has to
make a choice: at the extremes we have the repression of science—the
Stalinist solution—and on the other side we have the repression of revo-
lution—the liberal solution. Wright appears to be more inclined to opt
for the latter.

By presenting, what I believe to be a false antithesis, he readjusts the
relationship between truth and politics. In his Berkeley days, he had
“visions of glorious paradigm battles, with lances drawn and the valiant
Marxist knight unseating the bourgeois rival in a dramatic quantitative
joust. What is more, the fantasy saw the vanquished admitting defeat
and changing horses as a result” (p. 44). There was an unquestioning
faith that truth would serve the Marxist cause, adopted on political and
moral grounds. Now, the tables are turned and the ultimate grounding
of Marxism is its truth. If it is not true then it is not politically defensible.
For Wright to call himself a Marxist is to believe that Marxist theories
are true or more precisely the closest approximation to the truth. They
are the most faithful maps of the world we possess. Should feminism

2. Wright puts to rest any doubt where he stands in the choice. In note 19 he writes,
“As a motivating revolutionary ideology, Marxism shares with traditional religions a pre-
occupation with telos and ultimate meanings. While god is replaced as the wellspring of
that telos by ‘history’ or ‘class struggle,’ the cognitive processes defending the vision of that
telos are not so different from theology.”
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demonstrate a greater “truth,” produce better explanations, then he
would transfer his commitment.?

It is no longer Marxism per se that is emancipatory but its truth, its
correspondence with the “real” world. Wright believes that the pursuit
of an autonomous science, what we used to call “theoretical practice”
after Althusser, is a necessary weapon of emancipation. Bhaskar
supplies the rationale: “the essential movement of scientific theory will
be seen to consist in the movement from the manifest phenomenon of
social hfe, as conceptualized in the experience of the social agents
concerned, to the essential relations that necessitate them. Of such
relations the agents involved may or may not be aware. Now it is
through the capacity of social science to illuminate such relations that it
may come to be ‘emancipatory’. But the emancipatory potential of
social science is contingent upon, and entirely a consequence of, its
contextual explanatory power.”® As scientific knowledge approaches a
cognitive appropriation of the real mechanisms it will be a more effec-
tive instrument of emancipation.

When social science shows that pre-existing ideas are false and at the
same time necessarily generated by real mechanisms, then we have a
critique of ideology as false consciousness. This is how Bhaskar can
claim that scientific Marxism is also critical theory.® Establishing the
discrepancy between a “scientifically proven” reality and the commonly
accepted reality becomes a road to emancipation. It is a form of idealism
at odds with the materialist theses that ideas cannot be abstracted from
the context of their production and that they have a social force only
when they resonate with the interests of actors. It is no accident that a

3. As I shall argue below there is no danger of demonstrating lhe superiority of femin-
ism over Marxism or vice versa. Such broad frameworks with their very differenl proble-
matics are incommensurable. The corollary is thal Marxisls who abandon Marxism because
il is false are rationalizing a rejeclion based on other, usually polilical or moral, grounds. So
I predict thal Wright will always be a Marxist, despite his skepticism.

4. R. Bhaskar, The Possibility of Naturalism (New York: Humanities Press, 1979),
p- 32. :

5. Here Wright departs somewhal from Bhaskar. When Wrighl says that “scienlific
Marxism is a variety of crilical theory” he means to restrict the slandpoinl of crilique to
tendencies immanenl in reality. Those lendencies are discovered scientifically by pene-
traling appearances lo real mechanisms. By idenlifying what could be with what oughl to
be he avoids arbitrary or ulopian moral crilique. Bul what if lhere are a multiplicily of
lendencies? Whal happens if those tendencies point only lo a bleaker future? Can one even
decide what those tendencies are? For example, Wright has a fascinaling theory of history
in which the movemenl from one epoch lo anolher enlails progressive elimination of forms
of exploilation. This is indeed a bold conjecture but is there any reason lo believe it apart
from its aeslhelic and oplimislic qualities? Could one even justify il on scientific grounds? Is
il nol a morality wrapped in lhe guise of science, a morality lhal is grounded in exlra-
scientific assumplions? Anyway Wright is just nol clear about lhe relalionship between
normative and scienlific claims.
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thorough going realism ends up as a form of idealism. They are natural
bedfellows. Endowing the pursuit of “truth” with an emancipatory func-
tion justifies the eclipse of the material forces of revolution.

Nor is it difficult to understand why it might be appealing to bracket
revolution in order to give science undiluted attention. These are not
revolutionary times here. It is just difficult to be a revolutionary in the
United States today without also being isolated as a lunatic. But that is
no reason to make a virtue out of a necessity, to celebrate the surrender
of revolutionary goals in the name of science, to adapt to the exigencies
of the day.

Furthermore, the demise of radical groups and movements has also
forced Marxism to retreat behind academic walls, so that we are
tempted to adopt other academics as one’s reference group. Here there
is the danger that Marxism be reduced to an ideology of intellectuals
whose professional interests masquerade as the interests of all. It has
always been difficult to be a Marxist in the United States; it is par-
ticularly difficult when conservative politics are ascendent. So there are
no easy responses to the pressures corroding Marxist ideals. We require,
in my view, a grounding to Marxism at odds with an autonomous
science pursuing explanations of real phenomena that exist in the world
independently of theory. This view of science plays into the hands of
those who would wash them of revolution. We have to seek an alter-
native.

Is Bhaskar’s science then the only possible Marxist science? My claim
is that not only is it not the only form of science but it has no privileged
position among the different sciences. In the brief comments that follow
I want to argue that the realist view of science is fundamentally flawed
on its own terms so that we need not be shy about picking an alternative
which holds greater promise for the unity of science and revolution. I
develop such an alternative which comprehends knowledge as produced
and validated through transformative practices. This applies no less to
scientific knowledge which advances through the generation and then
solution of anomalies that emerge through engagement with the world.

3 Is a Realist Social Science Possible?

Bhaskar’s book is called The Possibility of Naturalism. He asks what
must be true about the social world if we are to study it as we study the
natural world. He passes lightly over the problems of knowing that social
world. Yet these problems appear to turn the possibility of naturalism
into its impossibility. And I think Wright’s work demonstrates this
conclusion.
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Wright sets up a model in which “facts” are doubly determined, on
the one side by real mechanisms acting independently of our knowledge
and on the other side by the social and conceptual context of the
production of knowledge. That “facts” are shaped by social practices
and theoretical frameworks sets up an insuperable barrier to any direct
apprehension of those real mechanisms. We can never be sure what in
the data is the result of the mechanisms we seek to comprehend and
what is due to the “distorting” influence of the scientific process itself.
Furthermore, because the mechanisms cannot be directly compre-
hended, any set of observations which seem to refute a conjectured
mechanism can be countered by postulating an additional alternative
mechanism. The inescapably provisional character of any claims about
the existence of particular mechanisms leads in two directions: the
abandonment of a realist approach to science or the willingness to live
with an acute and chronic uncertainty. Wright prefers the quicksand in
which we must be prepared to relinquish our views at any moment. His
commitment to a realist approach to science is the source of his cele-
bration of skepticism.

Since we cannot apprehend real mechanisms directly there is no way
of knowing whether a postulated mechanism corresponds to reality. The
best we can do is try and show it is nearer “reality” than some other rival
postulate. Let us consider Wright’s example of the adjudication of his
own and Poulantzas’s concept of class (Classes, Chapter 5). Here he
shows that those people who fall into Poulantzas’s middle class but into
Wright’s working class are more like the agreed-upon workers than the
agreed upon middle class in terms of their income and their class
consciousness (as measured by Wright's variables). The results clearly
favor Wright’s concept. But he is very cautious in drawing the con-
clusion that the mechanism corresponding to his concept is nearer
“reality” than Poulantzas’s.

First, alternative mechanisms might be postulated that explain the
apparent superiority of his class concept. Perhaps some other mechan-
ism is at work which would explain why the people in the disputed cate-
gory should be closer to workers than the middle class. Wright examines
two—gender and trade union membership. When, first, men and
women, and then trade union members and non-trade union members,
are separated out his earlier conclusions are if anything strengthened.
But one can always think of further possible mechanisms to take into
account, for example, size of employing enterprise. It might be that
those of Wright’s workers who Poulantzas regards as petty bour-
geois (essentially those who are unproductive or mental laborers) are
to be found in large firms which promote greater working class
consciousness.
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A second source of uncertainty lies in the production of the data.
Namely, it is possible that the mode of questioning, and the questions
asked predispose the people in the disputed category to give answers
more like workers than middle class. For example, research shows that
survey respondents are sensitive to the order in which questions are
asked. Wright’s questions concerning the class position of respondents,
which come before the attitude questions, highlight issues of autonomy
and subordination in the workplace which would lead unproductive and
mental laborers to identify with the working class. A survey that empha-
sized more the productive/unproductive and mental/manual divisions
might give results more consonant with Poulantzas’s concept.

Finally, there is the uncertainty of barking up the wrong tree. That
Wright’s concepts do better than Poulantzas’s is not incompatible with
the view that they are both wide of the mark and that a third very dif-
ferent set of concepts drawn perhaps from a different theory, say
Weberian status groups, does much better in explaining the distribution
of income and attitudes. The top of the mountain may be enshrouded in
clouds so that Poulantzas and Wright don’t realize they are scrambling
around in the foothills. So the first task must be to try and discover how
far they are from the summit by dropping their rivalry and staring
around. They should start by comparing theories and not concepts. Of
course, Wright did in fact do precisely this in his dissertation turned
book, Class Structure and Income Determination. There he claimed to
show that human capital theory was less successful in explaining income
inequality than his own class theory based on contradictory class
locations. But, as he himself admits, such an adjudication is fraught
with even more uncertainties than the adjudication with Poulantzas.
Given the infinite array of alternative mechanisms they could draw upon
and the different ways of conceptualizing and thus measuring income
inequality, human capital theorists would have no difficulty in counter-
ing with a model that did better than Wright’s. And it is just as possible
that a theory of status groups could be made to do better than both.

All I want to suggest here is that the process of adjudicating among
concepts or theories in terms of their capacity to comprehend mechan-
isms which exist independently of our knowledge but whose existence
we can only apprehend through that knowledge is not just a hazardous
but a futile task. Wright is only too well aware of its pitfalls but still feels
that through skepticism and honesty we can approach the truth.
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4 Adjudication versus Puzzle Solving

It is not just that adjudication in the hunt for real mechanisms is futile
but it comes at great cost. Let us return to the example of Wright versus
Poulantzas. How might Poulantzas have responded? Poulantzas’s
agenda was to understand how advanced capitalism survived the revo-
lutionary temper of the working class in Western Europe. One answer
concerned the character of the state. A second answer concerned the
development of a class alliance between the old and the new petty bour-
geoisie. This theory is not refuted by demonstrating that it explains less
of the variance in attitudes than Wright’s concept of class for two
reasons. First, he is concerned with countries such as France (not the
United States) where there had been intense class struggle and second,
he would insist on more activist conceptions of class conflict (including
strikes, participation in social movements, etc.). Of course Wright recog-
nizes this problem, that to adjudicate between two concepts they have to
have the same explanatory task. That’s why he sets up his six strictures
on the Marxist concept of class. Yet even if all Marxists abide by those
strictures, their agendas in formulating the concept of class may still
differ.

In order to adjudicate between two theories the imposition of
homogeneity of explanatory task is even more severe. To adjudicate
between Marxist class categories and human capital theory one has to
assume that the goal of each is to explain income inequality.’ This is a
dubious proposition since human capital theory is concerned with the
efficient allocation of resources whereas Marxism is concerned with the
transcendence of capitalist inequalities. In a sense different theories are
climbing different mountains. The agendas are different and therefore in
Wright’s terms they are incommensurable. If it is feasible at all, adjudi-
cation can only take place between concepts that have been designed to
explain the same phenomena. This can only take place within a single
paradigm and even then within a very constricted conceptual space.

Two conclusions seem to follow. First, the choice between theories
and often between concepts cannot be reduced to a process of “empiri-
cal adjudication.” Extra-empirical considerations necessarily enter. In
other words the antithesis between analytical and dogmatic Marxism
is a false one. Contra Wright, it is necessary to defend the “use of
concepts through a variety of other forms of argumentation,” including

6. Wright recognizes that income inequality is only one concern, and a minor one at
that, of both human capital theory and Marxism and that he is not in fact adjudicating
between the two theories.
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“arguments based on ulterior political justifications” (p. 25). To deny the
necessity of dogma is in fact to subvert the analytical process of “laying
bare the assumptions that underlie these concepts and spelling out as
clearly and systematically as possible the steps involved in linking them
together within a theory” (p. 25). I challenge him to defend his commit-
ment to Marxism in terms of its capacity to produce more “truthful”
explanations of real phenomena than say Weberian theory. I am not
seeking to substitute political criteria for empirical ones. The claim is
weaker: empirical considerations are a necessary but not a sufficient
criterion in theory choice.

My second conclusion concerns the effect of empirical adjudication
on the development of theory. Homogenizing the explanatory tasks of
concepts in order to make them compete involves suppressing the
problems for which they were designed. Analytical Marxism as Wright
defines it has little to say about the problems of Marxism. The essential
task is to define the concepts clearly so that their explanatory power can
be measured. We hear little about the abiding anomalies of Marxism or
of Marxist theories of class: the defeat of the working class in the West
and the East, the failure of Western working classes to fulfill their revo-
lutionary mission and of the Eastern working classes to inaugurate a
classless society.

Rather than define Marxism first and foremost by the strictures it
imposes on the concept of class I would define Marxism by a historically
evolving sequence of anomalies, misfits between two theoretical
constructs: anticipations and facts. Where Wright sees the growth of
knowledge as a process of adjudication through which we achieve ever
closer representations of reality I view it as solving puzzles and in the
process creating further puzzles. Theories or rather the sequence of
theories which compose what we call research programs can be
compared on the basis of their puzzle solving capacity or the generation
of new facts, anticipations some of which are corroborated. This is not
to deny the importance of adjudication between rival concepts or
theories but rather to say that the adjudication takes place with respect
to the prior elucidation of particular puzzles.” The task is not to decide
how the world “really is” which seems to be Wright’s (in my view impos-

7. Progressive research programs are ones in which puzzle solving leads to the pre-
diction of new phenomena, some of which are corroborated. Degenerate research
programs tend to patch up anomalies without generating any new knowledge. Thus, where
Wright sees adjudication very much as the capacity to explain what we already know and
argues that prediction is futile, I would argue the opposite. It is easy to provide ad hoc
theories to explain what we already know to be the case but it is quite difficult but not
impossible to develop theories that successfully predict hitherto unknown and unexpected
phenomena. This is the real test of theoretical advance. The great Marxists, including Marx
Luxemburg, Lenin, Trotsky, and Gramsci were all endowed with great prophetic powers.



THE LIMITS OF WRIGHT’S ANALYTICAL MARXISM 87

sible) agenda but to decide why the world doesn’t conform to Marxist
expectations!

5 Positivist Knowledge versus Practical Knowledge

The argument above adds up to the following: the realist view of science
is strong in stating its ontological premises but weak in dealing with the
epistemological problems it raises.® We can never be sure we are
approaching those real mechanisms and the attempt entails a necessary
separation of science and revolution as well as the repression of the
fundamental problems which define Marxism. The realist ontology does
not sit comfortably in a contemporary Marxist chair so we should look
around for an alternative which permits the unity of science and revo-
lution at the same time as promoting the progressive development of the
Marxist research program—a program that keeps up with the puzzles
history continually generates while constructing new belts of theory to
solve those puzzles and stimulate new ones. The rest of the paper elab-
orates such an alternative ontology.

Part of the realist world view is to see only one alternative to itself,
namely idealism, that the world is an ideological creation. By acknow-
ledging that the facts are socially produced as well as being determined
by mechanisms existing independent of us, Wright is already making a
concession to idealism. Indeed, this is precisely what makes his process
of adjudication so constraining. Instead of such a strained amalgam of
realism and idealism I would propose to go beyond both to embrace a
different theory of knowledge. In this perspective the world is neither
external to us waiting to be mapped nor is it a figment of our imagin-
ation but exists in an inseparable relationship to us. The world does not
exist outside our relationship to it. We cannot separate ourselves from
the world we study. We create and recreate that world and in the
process develop our knowledge of it. There is no way we can catapult
ourselves out of our self-made prison. Rather, we have to learn to live
within it. There is no archimedean standpoint of objectivity. Or as the
young Kolakowski once wrote, “in all the universe man cannot find a
well so deep that, leaning over it, he does not discover at the bottom his
own face.”

8. By “ontology” I mean theories about the nature of the world, about what exists, and
by “epistemology” I mean theories of how we can know about the world.

9. The feminist critique of positivist science as male science—the critique of consti-
tuting the world as other in order to “master” it—leads to the same alternative ontology as I
outline here. Of course, the convergence of ontologies does not preclude a fundamental
divergence of theoretical and political agendas.
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These two ontologies give rise to different accounts of the
relationship between theory and practice. The one that Wright defends,
which we can call a positivist knowledge, sees cognition as reflecting the
world. Valid knowledge seeks to copy an external world, which is
viewed as a pre-existing entity. This view can be found in the phil-
osophical writings of Engels and Lenin. Both regard political practice as
a means of verifying theories that seek to capture the real mechanisms
that govern the world. Here theory and practice are connected but
separate. The alternative perspective, that of practical knowledge to be
found in Marx’s early writings and most succinctly in his Theses on
Feuerbach, regards cognition as an instrument of adaptation. Conscious-
ness is born of practical needs that develop through our relationship to
the world—a world that is constructed through interaction with it. Here
political practice is the basis of knowledge, theory and practice are
inseparable.

Knowledge, in this framework, is a function of engagement with the
world. The more thoroughgoing, radical that engagement, other things
being equal, the more profound our understanding. In seeking to trans-
form the world we learn about the forces resisting transformation. In this
sense, science requires revolution. It is no accident that the most
profound and prophetic Marxist thought has come from reflections of
those most deeply engaged in revolutionary activity. It is not a passive
organization of pregiven data designed t0 maximize the explained
variance that leads to understanding the forces operative in the world
but engaging the world, challenging it, putting it on trial.

If science thrives on revolution, does revolution profit from science?
That’s a2 more difficult question that we can begin to answer only by
following a further implication of our theory of knowledge. If knowledge
is produced through engagement with the world, different engagements
produce different accounts of the world which are equally valid so long
as they conform to certain technical requirements, such as agreement
with commonly accepted experiences.’® This necessarily introduces a
certain relativism in which theories correspond to constellations of
interests. The production of knowledge is therefore an inescapably poli-
tical process.

Let us take an example from Wright’s reflections. “Whether or not
imperialism is a real cause of deepening underdevelopment in parts of
the Third World depends on how capitalist penetration actually works,
not upon the categories of imperialism” (p. 24). This sounds reasonable

10. Because human beings share a great deal in the ways they appropriale lhe world, so
our knowledge of the world must conform lo certain common experiences, which are then
consliluled as facts.
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but is it? We have already argued how difficult it is to ascertain those
“real clauses” precisely because our data are so colored by our “categ-
ories” and because any postulated mechanisms can be saved from
refutation by the conjecture of another one. But there’s more to it.

Within Marxist theory a seemingly endless and fascinating debate has
unfolded as to the causes of underdevelopment. On the one hand there
are those who stress the transfer of surplus from peripheral to core
countries (satellite to metropolis). This is the premise of Frankian
“development of underdevelopment,” of Cardoso’s dependency theory,
of Wallerstein's world systems theory, of Amin’s unequal development
theory. On the other hand there are those who stress the mechanisms
through which dominant classes in the Third World countries pump
surplus out of the direct producers. This is how Lenin explains the back-
wardness of Russia. It is the basis of the theory of modes of production.
The underlying premise is that the class character of Third World
societies inhibits development. The debate seems as irresolvable as it is
ferocious. At stake are the interests of two different classes or intel-
lectuals who represent those classes, the interests of the dominant classes
in the Third World who seek to blame not their own domination but
external forces for economic backwardness and the interests of sub-
ordinate groups who point to the class character of the society in which
they live.

But it is obviously more complicated. It is not only that perspectives
on the Third World are intimately tied to the class interests there. They
are also tied to constellations of interests in the imperial power. Radicals
in the United States, working on their home terrain, aim their blows at
the United States administration’s involvement in Third World countries
and so they are naturally led to embrace some form of dependency or
world systems approach. This speaks to the political reality in which they
have to operate. The point is this: to adjudicate between these two
theories of underdevelopment is not only scientifically futile but ignores
the entrenched interests defending each position. By not acknowledging
that theory is deeply rooted in interests, adjudication does violence to
the very reality it seeks to explain.

I am reminded of the most insane project I have ever undertaken.
Twenty years ago 1 became interested in the role of education in
economic development. For a set of largely arbitrary reasons I decided
to study “the problem of the medium of instruction in Indian univer-
sities.” I wanted to know whether from an educational point of view it
would be more effective for Indian students to learn in their regional
language, in Hindi or in English. There were different arguments
arraigned on each side of the debate and I was going to undertake a
scientific adjudication! I planned to administer a comprehension test to
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economics students in different colleges in different parts of India. Half
a class would take the test in English and the other half the same test but
in the regional language. Believe it or not I actually carried out this
research in four states, chosen for their different language policies in
education.

However, I was quickly shaken out of my naivety when I discovered
there was no way to isolate the educational question from political
issues. The struggle over the medium of instruction, involving demon-
strations, riots and strikes in many states, was a struggle over regional
autonomy and the class and regional distribution of opportunities for
upward mobility. Only from the haven of a distant university could one
imagine reducing the problem to an adjudication of the educational
effectiveness of those different policies! When I wrote up the research I
relegated the results of my enormous scientific labors to a two-page
appendix. By ignoring the constellation of interests in the struggle,
adjudication not only violates reality, not only condemns itself to irre-
levance but, as we shall see, can unwittingly become an instrument of
domination.

6 From the Standpoint of Politics

We can now pose two questions. First, how should academic Marxists
enter the political fray? That is, how should science enter practice?
Second, how should the political fray enter the academic terrain? That
is, how should practice enter science? This section addresses the first
question while the following section addresses the second.

For knowledge to have an effect, that is become a social force it has
to resonate with the relevant practices. So that if social scientists want to
shape the world they must work very closely with those whose interests
they seek to defend. As the following research underlines, this involve-
ment should embrace not simply the production of knowledge but
should extend to its dissemination.

Fifteen years ago I completed a study of the localization of the labor
force in the Zambian Copper Mines. At the time of independence in
1964 Zambia was a prototype of the enclave economy. Ninety-five
percent of the country’s export earnings came from copper production,
controlled by two multinational corporations—the gigantic South
African based Anglo American and the British Company, Roan
Selection Trust. Zambia was the fourth biggest copper producer in the
world. The mines were run by white managers, engineers, and admin-
istrators. A strict color bar prevailed, in which no blacks had any
authority over any whites. In the colonial era the mining companies,
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trying to capitalize on cheap black labor, had tried to “advance” blacks
into higher positions by fragmenting tasks hitherto monopolized by
whites. “Africanization” had been slow because of resistance from trade
union and staff associations representing white employees and where it
did take place it never breached the color bar, but rather shifted its
position. In the years after independence several reports on Zambian-
ization appeared. Figures were presented showing that indeed Zambians
were moving into higher level positions and that the number of expatri-
ates was declining albeit at a slower rate. What was the story behind
these figures?

In 1968 1 took up a position as a research officer in the mines’
personnel research unit. My hidden agenda was to study the companies’
strategy to the new post-colonial regime. Zambianization of mine
employees became the focus of the study. I spent one and a half years
working for top management in the personnel field, followed by two and
a half years of further research while I was a student at the University of
Zambia. In opposition to the "“neo-colonial” explanations of under-
development, stressing the subordination of the Zambian economy to
international economic forces, I chose to focus on the perpetuation of
class relations from the colonial era. I argued that all the attention given
to the Zambianization of the labor force concerned the movement of
blacks into higher positions and distracted attention from the
unchanging class and racial order of the organization. Zambianization
forecasts had been fulfilled but without undermining the color bar.
Where Zambians were promoted into white positions, a new higher
position would be created into which the displaced white would be
moved. Alternatively an entire department might be Zambianized and at
the same time stripped of its previous functions which would be handed
over to a new body made up of whites. Naturally Zambian workers and
expatriate managers blamed the helpless Zambian successors for the
inevitable lapses in organizational efficiency.'!

Why was no one doing anything about this? Did the government
know? Of course they did but their interests, I argued, were to ensure
that copper mines continue production. They did not want to rock the
boat by insisting on more orderly Zambianization which would have
scared expatriates. Futhermore, they were quite content to have expatri-
ates running the mines because they were politically weak. Had
Zambianization proceeded from the top down this might have provided
an alternative base of power from which to threaten the government.

11." As | have since learnt, these strategies are quite common in US organizations when
women or blacks are “advanced” into higher positions in the name of affirmative action.
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The trade unions had been largely muzzled and the workers had been
pacified with wage increases.

With the manuscript complete I went to the mining companies, who
still knew nothing of this research, to seek publication. They were dumb-
founded and told me I must be out of my mind to think that they would
let me publish an independent assessment of such a sensitive political
topic as Zambianization, let alone one with such controversial con-
clusions. I protested. ‘Was I factually incorrect?” How could I be since I
defended my case studies with company “facts” collected while I had
been an employee. No, the problem was my interpretation. I got
annoyed, threatening to publish anyhow so they compromised by send-
ing me to the government.

Two years previously the mines had been nationalized, cementing the
apparently cozy relationship between state and corporation. I went to
see the officer responsible for Zambianization on the mines. This newly
created position was occupied by an expatriate who had left the mines. It
was my fortune that he wanted to clean up the Zambianization program.
He read my manuscript and quizzed me endlessly and finally said he
thought it was terrific. Why? Because it was an “objective” scientific
account, Oh, yes? Well, he said, you criticize the mining companies, the
government, the expatriates, the black trade unions and even the
workers. So? So it must be objective. Because it culled lots of statistics as
well as offering in-depth insider analysis, because it took a stance against
everyone, because it would be published by the Institute for African
Studies, and because I was an academic it had all the trappings of objec-
tivity and therefore could be that much more effectively used against the
mining companies. Science is mobilized not in the abstract interest of
truth but in the concrete interest of domination.

This is even clearer if we continue the story. Following publication
and the commotion the report stirred the mining companies used it as a
weapon against the mine managers to trim their bloated organizational
structures. A study blatantly hostile to the mining companies was used
by them to advance their profits by streamlining the Zambianization
process.

It was profoundly naive to think that by casting out an indictment of
the most powerful forces in society, they would be forced to compromise
their interests. It is not enough to work with oppressed groups in the
research process, the collaboration has to continue in the process of
dissemination. Because we don’t control the balance of political forces
our work can always be used in unintended ways. This danger can only
be minimized by continuing engagement and collaboration with “pro-
gressive forces” to the bitter end. This, of course is fraught with
problems. It is not always simple to identify which are the progressive
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forces. Nor does one necessarily want to let their world view dominate
one’s own. Nevertheless, the alternative of staging politics from the
academic pedestal is a risky venture.

Whatever its other outcomes engaging those one studies does compel
recognition of one’s interests as an intellectual, that politics is an
inseparable part of every aspect of knowledge production. In light of the
above accounts it is difficult to sustain the distinction between an
interest-propelled process of discovery and an interest-free process of
validation. The role of “observer” is no less entangled with contextually
defined interests than the role of “participant.” But by not engaging the
world one studies one can eclipse the constellation of interests around
the scientific process. Thus, although Wright’s methodology leaves no
space for systematically reflecting on the significance of engagement,
this is not to deny that he is actively engaged. But it is an active engage-
ment with a restricted group of academics, who share a common
interest—the suppression of their interests as academics. They become
neutral arbiters in the search for truth. Those “studied” partake neither
in the production nor the consumption of knowledge so the interests of
the academic remain unchallenged and hidden.

A strange dualism emerges from the realist perspective in which the
scientist is the dispassionate seeker after truth whereas the beliefs of
those being studied reflect their class, race, or gender. Paradoxically,
Wright does recognize that intellectuals have interests too—he has
written about them. And when he tries to explain why his theory has not
drawn greater support, he writes, “support for Marxism as a social
theory is not primarily a question of belief in its analytical and explan-
atory power. It is primarily a political question” (p. 45). He, on the
other hand, founds his own commitment to Marxism precisely on its
analytical and explanatory power. It is not simply that this puts him in a
different (implicitly superior) category from almost every one else but
the basis of that difference is illusory. Wright’s own relentless rigor and
honesty demonstrate the impossibility of demonstrating the scientific
superiority of Marxism.

It is a trite observation that as academics we are no less subject to
institutional pressures, hierarchies, and interests than anyone else. In the
preface to Classes Wright declares that changes in his institutional
position may have affected-his work but he has tried to be self-reflective
and to minimize the negative effects. Here Wright is uncharacteristically
unrigorous. Indeed positivist knowledge has to be unrigorous about its
own determination if it is to uphold its claims to universalism. Practical
knowledge, on the other hand, compels and provides a basis for being
rigorous about the determination of science by the context of its pro-
duction, validation and consumption. Science 15 no less socially
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determined than any other knowledge. Within the university political
struggles—be they over a nuclear weapons laboratory, unionization of
clerical workers or teaching assistants, affirmative action, academic free-
dom, or the curriculum—are not a distortion of true knowledge pro-
duction. Political struggles do not contaminate the pursuit of truth, they
are the pursuit of truth. Science is a political process. But what sort of
science is this? Let us now look at the theory—practice couplet from the
standpoint of the development of theory. Let us focus on the advance-
ment of Marxism as a body of knowledge.

7 From the Standpoint of Science

Wright recognizes a double determination of facts, on the one side by
“real mechanisms” and on the other side by the conceptual apparatus
and the interaction of subject and object. The elucidation of real
mechanisms, 1 have argued, is an impossible task so 1 begin at the other
end of the determination equation—knowledge shaped by the social and
theoretical context of its production. What he regards as an annoying
distortion, impeding our grasp of real mechanisms, 1 regard as the defin-
ing character of knowledge.

But, how do we choose between systems of knowledge deriving from
different social and theoretical contexts? First, theories must explain
commonly agreed experiences as well as being internally consistent.
Conformity to such empirical controls and to technical rules still leave
competing theoretical systems. Marxists have often argued that the
superiority of Marxism rests in it being the “world view” of the pro-
letariat—whose privilege it is to emancipate humanity. When the work-
ing class “betrays” this privilege by not embracing Marxism intellectuals
deem it guilty of false consciousness. This is the very opposite of a
knowledge based on engagement. It is not my solution.

The choice of a particular system of knowledge involves political,
moral and aesthetic judgments as well as an empirical judgment. Objec-
tive knowledge cannot be reduced to knowledge in pursuit of empirical
reality but stems from commitment to the theoretical framework one
adopts to examine that reality. 1t is the anchor within Marxism that
allows me to make sense of the experiences produced through engage-
ment in the world, to turn those experiences into knowledge that can
then be mobilized to advance Marxism. And by the advance of Marxism
1 mean the solution of the anomalies at the center of Marxism, the
development of what 1 earlier called a progressive research program.

What do 1 mean by engagement with the world? 1 mean actively
participating in the lives of those one studies. In historical work 1 am
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arguing for a dialogue with the past from the standpoint of involvement
in the present. It means making the fact that we are simultaneously
participant and observer in society an inescapable reality. That involve-
ment grounds one in the real empirical interests of those being studied—
the participants—at the same time that Marxism provides the necessary
lens through which to interpret what one experiences through this
engagement—a lens which also has an associated set of interests.

When I began working in a South Chicago machine shop, the over-
whelming experience was how hard people were working—harder than
seemed warranted by the ostensible rewards. From this emerged the
question of how consent was organized on the shop floor. I asked my
fellow workers why they worked so hard and they laughed at me, saying
they weren’t working hard at all. They were getting away with murder.
How effortlessly they seemed to have accepted management’s norms of
hard work. What an effective means of exploitation! Perhaps, then, all
the talk about the role of state, family and ideology to explain the damp-
ening rather than deepening of class struggle is unnecessary—consent is
manufactured at the point of production. Was this true of other fac-
tories, other capitalist countries, other periods of history, socialist
societies? This was my second question. I conjectured that in socialist
countries interests are organized very differently in the workplace.
Working in a Hungarian steel mill I was struck by the way in which the
organization of production systematically engendered opposition to
socialism for failing to live up to its claims. Paradoxically it is in state
socialism that workers, although hostile to socialism, actually act in
defense of its principles.

The process of discovery is simultaneously a process of validation.
Each moment of each day on the shop floor becomes a trial of one’s
conjectures, hypothesizing that people will react in particular ways to
given situations and trying to resolve the anomaly when they don’t. This
can take place on a very micro level of everyday interactions or it can
take place in a “social drama,” sometimes provoked by one’s own
presence. For example, my friend Jinos (who had spent time with
managers in their offices and on the shop floor) and I wrote a paper
which argued that in a socialist enterprise there is a bimodal distribution
of functions among managers. Top managers have to bargain with the
state for resources, subsidies, production profiles, etc. while shop floor
management has to retain a lot of autonomy in order to adapt the
exigencies of shortages. It means that the layers of middle management
have no clear function and their redundancy is reflected in disruptive
interference on the shop floor backed up with punitive sanctions, par-
ticularly fines.

According to the rules of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences if
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Janos wants to publish case study material he must first submit the paper
to the enterprise concerned. Well, we did and the Academy was
informed that this was not an objective report and was damaging to the
company. A representative of top management said that he actually
would have liked the analysis had it been of another company but since
they wanted to export steel to the West such an article in English
wouldn’t be to their advantage. {It would be difficult to hide the identity
of the steel mill without losing essential detail in our exposition.] The
paper was handed to middle management for their comment. It was
ritually condemned at a meeting of thirty managers from the plant. We
then received sets of written comments on our paper from middle
managers, supposedly refuting what we had said. As far as we were
concerned these comments only further convinced us that middle
managers didn’t know or didn’t want to admit they knew the true char-
acter of work organization. One manager, who had been away when it
all blew up, commented in front of another manager that he thought that
the analysis was fine. The following day he was furiously berated in a
meeting of managers, “We don’t need people like you around here.”
Handing back one’s work to those one studies is a way of learning one’s
interests as a scientist. But it is also a means of validating and developing
one’s explanations. Though don’t expect anyone to like you for it. Don’t
expect any rosy consensus in the name of truth.

But does this mean we should rule out the use of surveys? The more
the survey is abstracted from the context in which it is carried out the
more skeptical I am about its use. Surveys that are administered to a
community in which the sociologist is already involved are more mean-
ingful than national samples that ride rough shod over diverse contexts.
The results of surveys are often more revealing in the effects their use
engenders than in the abstract responses to their questions. Let me offer
a last example.

While studying for my MA at the University of Zambia I became
actively involved in the newly established student Sociological Asso-
ciation. Colonialism had left Zambia with only a hundred university
graduates and so the university was grooming a new elite. We thought
that one of the functions of the Sociological Association could be to
regularly tap student opinion. We did this with considerable success,
using questions ranging from domestic and international political issues
to the quality of campus food. In 1971 there was a demonstration
outside the French Embassy over rights granted to South Africa to
manufacture Mirage jet fighters. A battle with the police ensued, many
students were arrested and one lay in hospital with a bullet in his thigh.
Rather than endorsing student support for government anti-apartheid
policy, President Kaunda admonished students and told them to leave



THE LIMITS OF WRIGHT’S ANALYTICAL MARXISM 97

matters of foreign policy in his hands. Piqued at this rebuff the executive
of the student union signed an open letter to President Kaunda, accusing
him of “hypocrisy” and “inconsistency.” In response the ruling party
organized massive demonstrations of solidarity with the President.
Threats to invade the campus by party youth brigades led students to
mobilize themselves behind their union executive and barricade them-
selves in. But the defenses were not strong enough to stop the military,
paramilitary and riot police marching on to the campus at 4 a.m. and
herding us out into a field at gunpoint. The student executive was
expelled and the university was closed down for six weeks.

When classes resumed I and another student decided to run another
survey of student opinion. Among other matters we were asking
students for their opinion about the closure, who should make foreign
policy, the nature of democratic politics, etc. Fielding the survey and
publicizing the results generated a furious battle, revealing the true
factions on campus and their connections to outside forces. The social
and political structure of the student body was laid bare by the socio-
logical investigation, not in its empirical results which revealed little, but
through its social and political effects. From this perspective the social
context is not a contaminating influence, a barrier to discovering those
underlying mechanisms, but becomes the very object of investigation by
examining the consequences of applying the survey instrument.

Don’t get me wrong. I am not claiming that there is anything “revol-
utionary” in these examples. What is essential is that the methodology
they embody is not incompatible with revolutionary commitment. I am
only trying to defend a perspective that can be both scientific and revo-
lutionary. Indeed it is a method in which revolutionary activity can give
rise to the greatest advance in science. Revolutionary activity is activity
that challenges the status quo in the most radical way and therefore
reveals most vividly the lines of interests, the constellation of social
forces resisting and promoting change. At the same time, the more revo-
lutionary the intervention in society, the more it threatens to transform
social and political structures and the more necessary is a science to
guide it. At a moment when societal structures are at their most fluid,
expanding the range of possible development, we also require a flexible
theory to guide us through the uncertainty.

8 Conclusion

I can now return to my original question: what sorts of Marxism are
appropriate to the present period? By claiming that theory too was a
practice, “theoretical practice” cut the umbilical cord uniting Marxist
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theory to practical activity. It was designed to create a breathing space
for intellectuals within the French Communist Party. It was taken over
by some American academics to win a place for Marxism within the
university. This was at a time when one could still talk about socialism in
the United States with a straight face, when Socialist Review was still
called Socialist Revolution, when the tide of popular struggles had not
completely receded from the campus.

Theoretical practice now justifies a rigorous science at odds with radi-
cal politics. Political quiescence has cut Marxists adrift within the
university to find a new equilibrium, one that is shaped by interests
within the liberal university. Professionalization threatens to reduce
Marxism to an ideology of intellectuals whose interests are syste-
matically concealed by the veil of neutrality surrounding the pursuit of
science. Venturing beyond the narrow community of Marxist academics
and engaging people with other interests has two benefits, apart from the
possibility of directly affecting change. It makes us aware of our interests
as academics and it fosters the solution and generation of anomalies that
define the Marxist research program. When the mountain doesn’t come
to Mohammed, Mohammed must go to the mountain.

Postscript

As ever committed to dialogue and truth Wright read the penultimate
draft of the above essay. After making detailed criticisms he concluded
as follows:

The irony in much of your commentary is that many of the criticisms you raise
could be raised equally by someone committed to a realist philosophy of
science. [ found nothing in your discussions of Zambia and Hungary or your
comments on adjudication with Poulantzas unreasonable, but I also do not see
them as representing some radical methodological alternative. Above all,
aside from the specific issue of whether or not onc should ever try to bring
evidence to bear in arguments in favor of one theory (or concept) over
another, 1 do not believe that there are great consequences in practice from
our differences.

I have two comments.

First, examples chosen to illustrate features of one ontology can
obviously be understood from within an alternative ontology. Neverthe-
less, from the same account our different frameworks draw different
conclusions. Wright relegates the issues I raised in the Hungarian and
Zambian examples to the province of “the sociology of knowledge”—
how scientists discover knowledge, how participants respond to scientific
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knowledge. He sharply distinguishes the context-dependent production
and consumption of knowledge from the context-independent validity of
that same knowledge. I, on the other hand, am arguing that the very
criteria distinguishing truth from falsehood are themselves contextually
shaped. By withholding the academic context within which the corre-
spondence theory of truth gains acceptance he gives it an aura of uni-
versality. Realist ontology and the correspondence theory of truth are
thereby presented as natural and inevitable. Rival ontologies such as the
one explored here and rival epistemologies such as the consensus view
of truth (in which truth is what we agree to be true) or the pragmatic
view (in which truth is what works) are not so much as mentioned. And
so the consequences of his analytical Marxism (the inability to ever
know whether one is approaching truth, the opposition of science and
revolution, and the emphasis on adjudication at the expense of the
examination of anomalies that face Marxism) are presented as the
unavoidable if unpleasant facts of scientific life when in reality (!) they
are products of a particular ontology and a particular epistemology.
Second, I leave it to the reader to decide whether there are significant
differences in the way we practice Marxist science. But to the extent that
there are similarities, this may not be because holding divergent theories
of knowledge makes no difference but because we don’t follow our
prescriptions. On the basis of realism and a correspondence theory of
truth alone I don’t believe Wright would be able to defend his commit-
ment to Marxism. In my own case, in order to persuade academic
audiences of the validity of Marxism, I adopted their criteria of truth and
falsehood. It was a defensive maneuver whose implications I have only
slowly and dimly begun to recognize. While I think it imperative to con-
tinue the war on that front and here Wright’s work is critical because it is
consonant with conventional sociological practices, nevertheless the
more urgent task is to try and practice the methodology I have proposed
in this essay. To save sociology or to save Marxism—that is the question!



REPLY TO BURAWOY
Erik Olin Wright

I would like to briefly discuss three issues raised in Michael Burawoy’s
comments: the tension between commitment and skepticism in science
and revolution; the relationship between knowledge and emancipation;
and the relationship between a realist ontology and scientific knowledge.

1 The Tension Between Commitment and Skepticism

From early in its history, Marxism has been troubled by tendencies for
Marxist theory to degenerate into Marxology. Debates over theoretical
issues are often waged through an idiom of interpretation of texts of
Marx (or Lenin or Stalin or Mao, depending upon the historical
context). Scientific writings become viewed as sacred texts in which
authoritative readings become the criteria for truth. This is the sense in
which Marxism can become more like a theology than a science. Any
defense of the harmonious “unity of theory and practice” needs to be
able to account for the strength of this tendency within the Marxist
tradition.

In my comments I suggested that this tendency reflects an inherent
tension (not polar opposition, but tension) between the psychological
states required for revolutionary practice and scientific activity. The
former, I said, required absolute commitment; the latter, perpetual
skepticism. Since Marxism was simultaneously the ideological foun-
dation of revolutionary movements and the theoretical foundation of a
social science, it embodies this tension and, in certain times and places,
one mode or the other dominates.

The rhetoric with which I expressed this tension was perhaps some-
what overdrawn. It is certainly excessive to say that revolutionary move-
ments require “true believers” instead of open-minded activists
prepared to learn from their mistakes. The image I conveyed was of the
revolutionary as fanatic, and while tendencies toward fanaticism may be
inherent in revolutionary movements, revolutionary commitment itself
does not entail fanaticism. And, as Burawoy points out, it is equally
essential for the advance of Marxist science that theoreticians have
passionate commitments. No one would ever be a Marxist simply from a
dispassionate weighing of the evidence and argument in its favor, with-
out extra-scientific commitments.

100



REPLY TO BURAWOY 101

To say that scientists need deep commitments and revolutionaries
need open-mindedness, however, is not to deny that a tension between
these modes of thought exists. It may be true, as Burawoy suggests, that
without dogmatism (or at least some degree of dogmatism) there is only
chaos, but this does not eradicate the tension between the intellectual
rigidity encouraged by dogmatism and the intellectual flexibility required
to learn new things. What I described as the tension between revo-
lutionary practice and revolutionary theory, therefore, may equally be a
tension within the practice of revolutionary theory, but it remains a
tension nevertheless.

2 Knowledge and Emancipation

Burawoy poses an interesting contrast between the view that “truth
would serve the Marxist cause” and the view that “the ultimate ground-
ing of Marxism is its truth.” He believes that there was a time in which I
believed the first of these statements, but that I am now committed to
the second. Thus, if I came to believe that Marxism was not true—or,
perhaps more precisely, that some alternative theoretical perspective
was closer to the truth—then I would abandon Marxism.

Burawoy is correct in this conclusion: I would abandon Marxism if I
came to believe that it was false relative to a rival theory that attempted
to explain the same things. But the initial contrast he draws between
truth serving the “Marxist cause” and Marxism being grounded in truth
is a misleading one and leads to misinterpretations of the implications of
this conclusion. I would reformulate the contrast by saying that I believe
that truth serves the cause of emancipation (where emancipation is
understood as the elimination of oppression, exploitation, domination)
and that “Marxism” is the name I give to the emancipatory theory which
I believe is closest to the truth. Thus while Burawoy is correct in saying
that if I came to believe that Marxism was false (relative to a rival) I
would indeed abandon it, this would not in any sense imply an abandon-
ment of the moral and political cause of emancipation itself. Eman-
cipatory interests are central to defining the kinds of questions I think
are important to ask and thus the explanatory objects that a scientific
theory to which I am committed should address. My commitment to
these questions remains grounded in moral and political concerns, but
my commitment to the specific concepts and explanations embodied in
Marxist answers to these questions is based on my assessment of their
truth relative to rivals,

This raises the issue of the relationship between emancipatory
goals and scientific knowledge. Burawoy quotes Bhaskar as saying “the
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emancipatory potential of social science is contingent upon, and entirely a
consequence of, its textual explanatory power.” This, Burawoy says, is a
form of idealism for it sees ideas as having a social force (an eman-
cipatory potential) independently of the interests of actors. There are
two comments I would like to make on this issue.

First, I agree entirely with Burawoy that the social efficacy of ideas is
contingent upon the ways in which they resonate with interests. “Truth”
per se has no effects. Contrary to Burawoy, however, I do not think that
there is anything whatsoever inherent in a realist perspective on know-
ledge that implies that ideas should have an autonomous social effec-
tivity. A realist would say that in order to understand the effects of ideas
we must study the real mechanisms through which ideas work in the
world. These mechanisms would include a range of psychological
mechanisms (through which ideas are “heard” and incorporated into
cognitive and motivational structures) and institutional mechanisms
(through which ideas are disseminated). It is entirely plausible that as a
general “law” in the sociology of knowledge we might decide that ideas
have social impact only when they resonate with the interests of actors.
This claim about the conditions for ideas to have causal weight in the
world, however, does not follow logically from any epistemological
premises. It is a substantive claim about how the world works, not an a
priori philosophical assertion.

Second, I cannot defend rigorously my assertion that scientific truth
in fact has emancipatory potential (when this truth “resonates with
interests”). It could be the case, for example, that distortions and lies aid
the cause of emancipation more than knowledge. It might be the case
that people need illusions of grandeur, exaggerated beliefs in their
historical efficacy, confidence in the ultimate triumph of communism, in
order to engage in the practical sacrifices needed to accomplish even
limited emancipatory transformations. A scientific analysis which
convinced people that historical materialism was false (that is, that
communism was not inevitable) might thus in fact reduce the chances
for even partial emancipation. Since I believe that partial emancipation
is preferable to no emancipation, it might therefore be the case that
defending strong historical materialism (which I believe to be a false
theory) could serve the cause of emancipation (or the “Marxist cause” if
you prefer). Such a situation would pose a serious moral and intellectual
dilemma for me: would I support ideas which I believed to be false when
I also believed them to be emancipatory?

If the interests served by particular ideas become the essential cri-
terion for their “truth,” the above dilemma of believing certain ideas to
be simultaneously false and yet emancipatory would be reframed as a
conflict between two interests held by a theorist: their interests as aca-
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demics (which leads them to adopt realist-type criteria for truth) and
their interests as Marxists (which leads them to hold emancipatory criteria
for truth). The theorist thus simply has to choose which of these interests is
more important: is it more important to be an academic or a Marxist? As
Burawoy says, “to save sociology or to save Marxism—that is the question.”
This seems to me to be an unsatisfactory resolution of the dilemma.
When I say that strong historical materialism is false what I mean is that
I can marshal evidence and argument which, if presented to a revo-
lutionary who was willing to listen and to rationally weigh the issues,
would lead that revolutionary to reject strong historical materialism. It
would not necessarily lead the revolutionary to reject revolutionary
goals, but it would lead to a discrediting of the theory that such goals
will inevitably be achieved because of the fettering of the development
of the forces of production by capitalist relations of production. Of course,
some people will not “listen” and rationally consider the evidence—they
are dogmatic in a way that destroys rather than complements
skepticism—and thus discredited ideas can remain durably believed.
Nevertheless, it seems much more plausible to explain this by the
analysis of various social and psychological mechanisms of belief
formation—cognitive dissonance, wishful thinking, pressures to conform
to institutionalized ideologies, etc.—than by the global epistemological
claims that truth has meaning only in terms of interests and thus dif-
ferent truths are no more than direct expressions of different interests.

3 Realist Ontology

Burawoy’s critique of scientific realism rests on a critique of its onto-
logical position (that real causal mechanisms exist independently of the
theorist) and its epistemological position (that we are capable of distin-
guishing the relative truthfulness of rival claims about the world). These
two issues are joined, for the ability to adjudicate between rival explan-
ations of the same theoretical object hinges on the existence of a “real
world” independent of our thought, since it is this independence that
makes the various strategies of adjudication plausible (experimental and
quasi-experimental designs, criteria of internal consistency of concepts
and data, etc.). Adjudication may still be fraught with difficulties, and in
many cases it may prove impossible to decisively marshal evidence and
arguments to differentiate rival explanations of the same phenomena, but
nevertheless if the realist ontology is correct, adjudication becomes at least
possible in principle.

Burawoy rejects the realist ontology by saying that in his perspective,
“the world is neither external to us waiting to be mapped nor is it a
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figment of our imagination but exists in an inseparable relationship to
us. The world does not exist outside our relationship to it” (p. 59). Par-
ticularly in the context of social science, there is a deep ambiguity in the
collective personal pronoun used in this statement. Is the claim that the
social world does not exist outside of my individual relationship to it, or
that it does not exist outside of the relation of people in general to it?
The latter statement seems to me eminently reasonable: the theoretical
objects of social science are constituted by the relations among people
and their practices, and thus the social world does not exist inde-
pendently of our collective relationship to the world.

The former statement—that the social world does not exist inde-
pendently of my personal relation to it—does not make sense to me. I
believe that apartheid exists, that workers are exploited and that the US
government is supporting right-wing movements around the world
independently of my individual relationship to any of these particular
social phenomena. I could, of course, be wrong about any of these
beliefs, but whether or not apartheid, capitalist exploitation or support
of right-wing movements exists is independent of me.

Furthermore, with the exception of a radically idealist epistemology,
in all of the alternative epistemological positions mentioned by Burawoy—
consensus views of truth, pragmatic views of truth, realist views of truth—
the belief that the social world exists independently of my individual
relationship to it would be considered “true.” Burawoy’s preferred
epistemology is what he terms the consensus view of truth “in which truthis
what we agree tobe true” (p. 70). It would certainly be the consensual view
of human beings in general (and certainly of human beings in modern
capitalist societies of whatever class) that the social world exists inde-
pendently of each individual person, and thus the realist ontology would be
consensually validated. It is one thing to say that each person does not exist
independently of the social world (since we are all constituted as persons
within social interaction) or that the social world does not exist inde-
pendently of people in general, and quite another to say that the social
world does not exist outside of my individual relationship to it.

A realist ontology does not logically entail a realist epistemology—the
view that real mechanisms exist in the world independently of our
theories and our individual relation to the world does not imply the view
that we are capable of differentiating the relative truthfulness of claims
about those real mechanisms. But a realist ontology does imply that our
descriptions of the world, and the theories we construct using these
descriptions, are constrained both by the effects of these real mechan-
isms and by the concepts which we use to analyze them. This double
constraint at least opens up the possibility for scientific adjudications
between rival concepts and explanations of the social world.
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Classes and Class Analysis

Guglielmo Carchedi

By transporting the concept of capitalism from its production relations to
property relations and by speaking of simple individuals instead of speaking of
entrepreneurs, he moves the question of socialism from the domain of pro-
duction into the domain of relations of fortune—that is, from the relation
between capital and labor to the relation between poor and rich.'

In recent years E.O. Wright has emerged as an influential sociologist of
the left. In his most recent work, Classes, he undertakes a complete
reformulation of his theory of social classes.? In this process of recon-
ceptualization, Wright touches upon a number of issues which lie at the
core of Marxist analysis. A review of Classes is thus an important occa-
sion to clarify the issues and assess the consequences of choosing among
the different, alternative, formulations of those issues. Thus, the
importance and significance of the following discussion goes much
further than the assessment of this work.

There are two dimensions to this work. A “biographical” one, which
deals with the reasons for Wright’s theoretical shift and with a com-
parison between his previous and his new conceptualization. In this
review I shall not dwell on it. Rather, in what follows I shall focus on the
second dimension, that is, on the characteristic features of Wright’s new
approach. Wright has a clear and immediate style of writing. He can
present complex issues in an attractive way. He also undertakes a diffi-
cult task, that of providing empirical evidence for a Marxist theory of
class. He should be given credit for this and the difficulty of the task
should not be forgotten in assessing his results. But, unfortunately, and

1. R. Luxemburg, Reform or Revolution, in M.-A. Waters (ed.), Rosa Luxemburg
Speaks (New York: 1970).
2. E.O. Wright, Classes (London: Verso, 1985).
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contrary to Wright’s own conviction, on the whole, his new conceptual
apparatus does not constitute an advance compared with his previous
one. I shall argue this by examining both his theory’s internal difficulties
and his claim to be faithful to Marx’s political agenda and theoretical
goals. Since a point by point substantiation of this claim would require a
whole volume, I shall restrict myself to consider only some of the nodal
points in Wright’s theory.

Epistemology

Classes opens with a discussion of the “logic of concept formation.”
Concepts, says Wright, are produced by human beings, that is, by indi-
viduals. The production of concepts “takes place under a variety of
constraints” (p. 20), that is, under both empirical and theoretical
constraints. The latter are the theoretical suppositions which determine
the range of possible concepts that can be produced. The former are the
“real world” constraints and “operate through data gathered using the
concepts of the theory” (ibid.). The key word here is “individuals.” A
critical remark should be made at once.

Wright’s epistemology is individualistic, that is, it is based on indi-
vidual producers of knowledge and thus on individual “actors.” Within
this theoretical constraint all one can do is to inquire into how classes
affect individuals. However, the basic unit of analysis remains the indi-
vidual, not classes. The difficulty with this kind of “micro-individual
logic” is, as Wright is well aware, that it is unsuitable to explain “histori-
cal trajectories of struggle and chance” (p. 182). His answer is that
people (individuals) are “systematically affected in various ways by
virtue of being in one class rather than another” (ibid.) and that his theory
explains the effects of classes on individuals better than rival inter-
pretations do. Wright does not consider this result to be a definite proof
of the superiority of his theory. However, he sees in this feature an
element which lends more credibility to it than to other rival conceptual-
izations.

Whether Wright’s theory is really a better explanation of the effects of
class on individuals (as we shall see, he considers the effects on indi-
viduals’ incomes and consciousness) depends on the validity of the
method chosen. This is a question which will be considered later on. Let
us assume, for the time being, that Wright’s theory does fare better than
alternative ones on the grounds Wright himself chooses. This does not
show yet that his theory is a better explanation of “historical trajectories
and change.” But it is this latter which is the basic aim of the Marxist
theory of classes, not Wright's problematic. From this perspective, the
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theoretical link which alone can lend meaningfulness to Wright’s careful
statistical research is the one which shows that the ability to explain indi-
vidual features in terms of class positions is also a proof of the ability to
explain social phenomena (and thus that the theory which fares better as
an explanation of individual determinations by classes is also the one
which is more suitable to explain class phenomena). But this is the link
which is missing, this is the theoretical nexus which Wright has yet to
provide. Personally, I believe that this is an impossible task. Once one
starts with a “micro-individual logic,” the only way to come up to the
social level is by aggregation of individual units. But aggregation of indi-
vidual units cannot explain the social, that is, what constitutes the units
as units of a whole. This is not the place to elaborate on this theme. Here
suffice it to mention that the burden of providing the missing theoretical
link falls on Wright.

One point should be stressed, in order to avoid misunderstandings. It
has been mentioned above that the basic focus of Marx’s theory of class
is social phenomena and change. This does not imply that the concern
for how classes affect individual phenomena is illegitimate. On the
contrary, the importance of this area of study cannot be underestimated.
But one thing is to inquire into how social phenomena (for example,
classes) affect micro-individual ones. This can be done only after the
alternative theories have shown their merits on the basis of their ability
to explain social phenomena and change them. Another is to suggest
that, somehow, the ability to explain how individual phenomena are
affected by social phenomena is an indication of the ability to explain
the nature and laws of development of the latter and to bring about
social change. This is methodologically illegitimate because one logic of
explanation is substituted by another. Moreover, as the last section of
this review will argue, in Wright’s case this substitution is accompanied
by the adoption of a method which has a built-in ability to explain social
change, a method which requires a static concept of both structure and
consciousness and a deterministic notion of the relation between them.

Exploitation

Having presented his epistemological frame of reference, Wright goes
on to introduce what could be regarded as the major element of novelty
in his new formulation of classes: the concept of exploitation. This
concept is adapted from John Roemer’s notion of exploitation and is
thus influenced by game theory. Therefore, in what follows I will have to
briefly comment on this type of application of game theory to the theory
of classes.



108 THE DEBATE ON CLASSES

For Wright class locations structure the objective interests of the
actors (p. 145). One can find two notions of objective interests in this
book. The first is that people “have an interest in reducing the toil
necessary to obtain whatever level of consumption they desire” (p. 36).
The second is that people have an interest in increasing their capacity to
act (p.28). The relation between these two notions of “objective
interests” is unclear, just as it is unclear why the term “objective” is used
here. In any case, it is around the former notion that Wright con-
ceptualizes exploitative relations. The link is “game theory.” In terms of
this approach the following question is posed: “if one of the classes
would disappear, would there be more consumption and/or less toil for
the other class?” If this question is answered positively, then there is
exploitation. More concretely, and by way of example, “the lord is rich
because lords are able, by virtue of their class relations to serfs, to
appropriate a surplus produced by the serfs” (ibid.). In this view, then,
the rich are rich because they appropriate the fruits of the poor’s toil.
There is a causal link “between the wellbeing of a class and the depri-
vation of another” (ibid.). But this link (1) is at the level of appro-
priation/distribution and (2) is an ahistorical concept. On the contrary,
Marx’s concept of exploitation is at the level of production and is an
historically specific concept. Let us see why.

In order to conceptualize a general notion of exploitation, Wright
shifts his analysis from the level of production to that of distribution. For
him exploitation is “an economically oppressive appropriation of the
fruits of the labor of one class by another” (p. 77; emphasis added).
But in so doing Wright loses sight of the specificity of capitalism: the
fact that exploitative relations are first of all production relations. “In
other words,” says L. Colletti, “capitalist appropriation is not exclusively
or primarily an appropriation of rhings, but rather an appropriation of
subjectivity, of working energy itself, of the physical and intellectual
powers of man.”? Suppose that the capitalists would give back to the
laborers the surplus they appropriated. This is an absurd example
which I use only for didactical purposes, not to build a theory on it, as
game theorists could do. In this case there would be no exploitation, in
terms of distribution. Yet, at the level of production there would have
been no change. The laborers might not be exploited any more in a
distributional sense. But the nature of the exploitative relations at the
level of production, the fact that the workers would still have no say as
to what to produce, for whom to produce it, and how to produce it,

3. L. Colletti, From Rousseau to Lenin (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1972),
p. 102.
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would not have changed. Both the distribution and the production
aspects of exploitation are necessary. But Wright’s “game theory
approach” simply erases the latter, specific, one. As a result, there is
implicit in this approach to exploitation the notion that if the rich would
disappear there could be an equitable redistribution of wealth produced
in the same way, that is, in a capitalist way, under a system of capitalist
production relations. The congeniality between game theory and
reformist policies becomes then clear.

Wright’s notion of explanation is not only distributional, it is also
ahistorical. If one’s starting point is that in all class-divided societies
there is appropriation of surplus by one class from another, then a
general concept of exploitation is found principally at the distributional
level of analysis. If, on the other hand, one’s starting point is that in all
class societies there are classes which produce for other classes, then a
general concept of exploitation is found principally at the level of
production. At this level of abstraction there are no compelling reasons
to prefer either one of these concepts. If, however, one wants to analyze
specific types of exploitation (for instance, feudal as against capitalist
exploitation) then one has to proceed from the distributional level to the
level of production. In fact, a notion of exploitation based on production
can be made immediately historically specific by inquiring into the
specific forms of production relations. The same can be done for a
notion of exploitation based on distribution (that is, how is the surplus
appropriated in specific societies?) only if one disposes to begin with of
a theory of how that surplus has been produced. For example, the
distribution of surplus under capitalism is distribution of surplus value,
of the surplus produced under specific relations of production. An
historically specific theory of distribution presupposes an historically
specific theory of production. Or, if one remains at the level of distri-
bution, one cannot descend to the analysis of concrete forms of exploit-
ation. All one can say is that in all class-divided societies there is
appropriation of surplus.

It is often said that a distributional theory of exploitation can provide
a general framework. This, it is proposed, can then be filled with an
historically specific content (specific forms of exploitation) when specific
societies are considered, much the same as a bottle can be filled with
different types of wine. Unfortunately, in social theory, different wines
come in different bottles. From the above, it is now clear that an analysis
in terms of production relations, conceptualized as historically specific
relations, and one in terms of distribution relations, conceptualized as
ahistorical relations, are antithetical because they are the result of, and
presuppose, two antithetical methods of abstraction. These two analyses
exclude, rather than integrate, each other. One method, which is
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highlighted by Marx in the Grundrisse, is based on concentrating and
focusing on the historical specificity of a socio-economicsystem. The other
method, typical of bourgeois social sciences, is based on disregarding
what is historically specific and focusing on formal, ahistorical simi-
larities. In the case of exploitation, the focus of distribution presupposes
remaining at the level of ahistorical similarities. It is because of this that
Wright’s and Roemer’s concept of exploitation cannot be considered to
be a general case under which the Marxian concept can be subsumed.

One of the novel features of Wright’s new theory is that classes are
rooted in three forms of exploitation: besides the traditional economic
form (based on the ownership of capital assets), he considers also the
exploitation rooted in the control of organization assets and in the
position of skills or credential assets (p. 283). Wright himself has doubts
about his new categorization. To these, I shall add two of my own.

First, ownership for Wright means “effective economic control”
(p.- 80). To own organization assets, then, means to be able to control
them. But suppose somebody has an effective economic control of the
organization of capital assets. How can then somebody else own those
capital assets? This is possible only if by ownership of capital assets one
means /egal ownership. But this is inconsistent with Wright’s claim that
“the basis of the capital-labor relation should be identified with the
relations of effective control (that is, real economic ownership) over
productive assets as such” (p. 72). Or, to have the effective economic
control of the organization of capital assets means in fact to be able to
decide what to produce, for whom, and how; that is, it means to have
the effective economic control of capital assets, to own them. The separ-
ation between ownership of capital assets and ownership of organization
assets ‘s meaningless since to control the organization of capital assets is
to own them, in the effective, economic sense. To hold to this distinction
would mean to reduce ownership to legal ownership, an absurd result in
terms of Wright’s problematic.

Second, it is equally impossible to uncouple skills from labor power as
a separate “productive asset”: the former are what makes the latter more
or less skilled and thus more or less productive. Here, I shall not dwell
further on this critique. I shall only consider one aspect of Wright’s “skill
exploitation” to indicate the width of the gulf separating Marx’s and
Wright’s concept of exploitation.

Skills exploitation is based on credentials. “When credentials are
operating, employers will bid up the wage of the owners of the cre-
dentials above the costs of producing the skills” (p. 76). This means that
the owners of credentials (skills) exploit the nonowners. In terms of the
Marxian labor theory of value, this only explains the payment of wages
higher than the value of labor power due to a situation favorable to the
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sellers of labor power: in short, the laborers with credentials reduce their
exploitation. In Wright’s theory this is a case in which the laborers with
credentials exploit those without credentials, that is, both other laborers
and the capitalists.

Four more considerations can be made on Wright’s use of game
theory. First, the game theory approach explains at most the actors’
behavior. It is thus powerless to explain the laws of motion of society:
yet this is the core of Marxist analysis. The game theory approach is thus
perfectly consistent with Wright’s individualistic epistemology but both
are inconsistent with a Marxist approach to social phenomena. Second,
for Wright “the labor-transfer approach to studying exploitation and
class is a powerful and compelling one under certain simplifying
assumptions ... [but] it runs into difficulty ... when some of these
assumptions are relaxed” (p. 67). It is because of these “complications”
that a second strategy is introduced, the “game theory approach.” One
of the two. Either one does not relax those simplifying assumptions, and
then there is no need for the game theory approach. Or one does relax
those assumptions and then one cannot use the labor transfer approach
and must use only the game theory approach. However, Wright seems to
opt for a compromise. He uses the game theory approach but specifies
that, to have exploitation, there must also be “the appropriation of the
fruits of the labor of one class by another” (p. 74}, that is, the appro-
priation of surplus product (p. 100). But this does not work. In fact, in
this case, neither the product nor the surplus product can be measured
in terms of labor. How can we know then that “a person consumes more
than they produce” (p. 75), that is, that there is exploitation? How do
we know, for example, how much a factory worker produces in the
absence of a unit of measure in terms of labor? It would seem that
Wright has to rely only on the game theory approach. But this implies
two further difficulties.

Third, in Wright’s game theory approach, “the essential strategy
adopted for the analysis of exploitation is to ask if particular coalitions
of players would be better off if they withdrew from this game under
certain specified procedures in order to play a different one [that is, if
they would be better off in an “hypothetically feasible alternative”]. The
alternative game differs in the way the assets are allocated (p. 68). But
there are no methodological guidelines in setting up the “hypothetically
feasible alternative.” Therefore, there is arbitrariness in both setting up
this alternative and in interpreting the results. Take the unemployed.
They are economically oppressed, says Wright, since they “would surely
be better off under the counterfactual conditions of the withdrawal
rules,” but they are not exploited because they do not produce anything
and thus cannot be expropriated of the fruits of their labor (p. 75). Wright
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does not say what this counterfactual condition is, nor can we find
anywhere in his book the principles for envisaging such an alternative
condition. Should we just let our imagination loose? Would they be
better off if they withdrew from this society to form their own society?
We do not know. Since they would have no capital assets, they might
have to work more and consume less than in their previous situation
(where they did not work but did consume something). This comparison
implies of course that we are willing to disregard the objections raised in
the second point. But let us assume that the unemployed would be
better off. This means that they are economically oppressed. Now take
the point of view of the employed. In the alternative situation (that is,
without the unemployed) they too would be better off since they would
not have to finance the unemployment benefits. Who is now oppressing
whom? And, if we do not like the results of this “hypothetically feasible
alternative” (whatever it might mean), what are the methodological
reasons which allow us to discard it and to choose another one?

Fourth, as implied in what was just said, the game theory approach is
built upon the analysis of phantastic models. These models are not a
simplified depiction of reality, they are not models which encompass
only the basic elements of reality. Rather, they are figments of the imag-
ination, “fanciful examples” (p. 74), like the “credit-market island” and
the “labour-market island” or the “hypothetically feasible alternative” to
an existing situation. K. Kautsky remarked eighty years ago that bour-
geois economics rests on the belief that “the best way to discover the
laws of society is to disregard them completely.”* Does not this sum-
marize the nature of the game theory approach as well?

Finally, a few words on the labor theory of value. There are incon-
trovertible signs that Wright abandons it. Let me mention briefly four
examples. First, organization, skills and capital are productive assets on
a par with labor power. For the Marxian labor theory of value, on the
other hand, only labor power is the source of value: other factors can
only increase its productivity. Thus, Wright chooses a variant of the
“factors of production” approach. Second, exploitation is “rooted in the
monopolization of crucial productive assets” (p. 106). It is, in other
words, the appropriation of the surplus product (p. 100) as a result of a
monopolistic situation (p. 101). This is a purely redistributional concept.
Third, the “value” of a commodity is the price it would have in con-
ditions of perfect competition (p. 101). Value here is a price category, a
misnomer. Fourth, wage is both the cost of producing skills in terms of

4, K. Kautsky, Etica e Concezione Materialistica della Storia (Milan: Feltrinelli, 1975),
p. 112.
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labor content (p. 70) and the price of the marginal product (p. 76) but
not the tendential value of labor power. Wright quotes Roemer to the
effect that “the labor theory of value should be dismissed entirely”
(p. 99) without giving, however, his opinion on the matter. But what has
just been said shows clearly that he too withdraws from it. The point of
this critique is not that Wright casts off the labor theory of value. One is
free to retain it or not. The point is that he replaces that theory with an
eclectic mixture of elements of different theories while avoiding taking
an explicit stand on it. This is unfortunate. The neo-Ricardian argu-
ments, which seem to have made such an impact on Wright and which
focus principally on the transformation problem, are unsound. As I
show elsewhere (1984), Marx’s labor theory of value is perfectly con-
sistent.”

Classes

On the basis of what has been said above it is now easy to see that
Wright’s notion of exploitation does not disregard the ownership of the
means of production. On the contrary, he raises ownership relations to
the status of production relations. The game theory approach is not
interested in what people produce, for whom, and how (the production
relations). In this approach classes confront each other over the distri-
bution of the product on the basis of property relations (that is, who
owns the capital assets as well as the other assets, seen as property). In
fact, “property relations of classes ... define classes ... by the pro-
ductive assets which classes control” (p. 73). Ownership of the means of
production is seen here as property, as distribution relations, not as
production relations. And this cannot be otherwise since for Wright the
class structure “constitutes the basic mechanism for distributing access
to resources in a society, and thus distributing capacities to act” (p. 28).

But this is not all. Wright collapses classes (which should be defined
in terms of production relations) into distributional groups (defined in
terms of the distribution of assets) only for the bourgeoisie, the small
employers, the petty bourgeoisie, and the proletarians. The first three
categories own the means of production, the latter does not. However,
Wright introduces eight more “classes,” defined in terms of contra-
dictory class locations. These locations have different degrees of owner-
ship of organization and skill assets but do not own the means of

S. G. Carchedi, “The Logic of Prices as Values,” Economy and Society, vol. 13, no. 4
(1984).
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production. They are: expert managers, expert Supervisors, expert
nonmanagers, semicredentialed managers, semicredentialed supervisors,
semicredentialed workers, uncredentialed managers, and uncredentialed
supervisors (Table 3.3, p. 88). But, as it has been argued above, if the
control of organization assets is simply the economic control (or real
ownership) of capital assets and if skills are not separable from labor
power as productive assets, the basis for deriving class relations from
these categories collapses. We are then left with occupational groups, in
no essential way different from the categories of stratification theory.
Thus, in Wright’s game theoretical approach classes are distributional
and occupational groups with only a pale resemblance to Marx’s original
categories. If time and space allowed, it would be interesting to compare
Wright’s concept of classes with Weber’s concept of “class situation.”®

There are four problematic areas which Wright himself recognizes to
be such and for which he admits not to “have entirely satisfactory solu-
tions” (p. 92). The importance of these difficulties for his theory should
not be underestimated and they, as Wright says, “may prove ‘fatal’ to
the proposed concept of classes” (ibid.). One of these difficulties has
already been alluded to: the identification of organization assets as a
separate productive asset (force). Reasons of space prevent me from
dealing with the other areas of difficulty. Suffice it to say here that
Wright’s answers are far from being convincing.

Class Structure and Class Consciousness

When it comes to testing his new theory, Wright inquires into the effects
of class structure on individual incomes and consciousness. I shall dis-
regard here the discussion of the effects of structure on income and will
focus on consciousness. Basically, Wright constructs measurements of
consciousness and relates them to his twelve classes by means of statisti-
cal tests. He uses “t-tests” to test the statistical significance of the dif-
ference in means between groups (p. 161). In slightly different words:
he fills his class categories with occupational categories, constructs
measures of class consciousness (on the basis of eight questions), asks a
representative sample the relevant questions, and then applies statistical
procedures to find out whether differences in consciousness can be
explained by differences in class positions. It will come as no surprise
that there is no difference here between this procedure and the one

6. M. Weber, Economy and Society (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1968),
p. 302.
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followed by a stratification analysis of consciousness. It could be
objected, of course, that the difference is in the concepts, in the cate-
gories to which the procedure is applied, and that the procedure in itself
is neutral. My view, on the contrary, is that Wright’s application of these
statistical procedures to the study of the relation between structure and
consciousness (1) requires a static definition of both concepts, and (2)
replaces dialectical thinking with deterministic thinking.” If these points
can be substantiated, then Wright’s basis for “empirically adjudicating
contending class definitions” (already challenged above in the section on
epistemology) is weakened on yet further grounds.

Consciousness

To begin with, Wright chooses attitudes as indicators of consciousness.
He is aware of the weaknesses of this procedure but, nevertheless,
chooses to disregard them (pp. 143ff and 188). I shall not repeat them
here. Rather, I shall comment on the notion of consciousness employed
by Wright. This is revealed by the respondents’ answers to eight
questions. On the basis of these answers, a measurement of conscious-
ness is constructed, which goes from maximally procapitalist to maxi-
mally proworkers.

It will be immediately evident that this is an inherently static
definition of consciousness, one which does not see consciousness in its
concrete historical conjuncture. The question is not whether, according
to a certain scale, a type of consciousness is always procapitalist or
proworker, irrespective of the concrete situation. Rather, the question is
whether that type of consciousness is a form of domination of one class
over another under specific and concrete circumstances. For example,
the first of Wright’s eight questions is “corporations benefit owners at
the expense of workers and consumers” (p. 146). A positive answer is
supposed to reveal a proworker consciousness, a negative answer a
procapitalist attitude. Is this right? Well, it all depends on the concrete
situation. There are enough “anticapitalist” elements in European fascist
ideologies to move a hypothetical fascist respondent to answer posi-
tively. This would hardly be a symptom of a proworker consciousness.
Or, one can believe that “a main reason for poverty is that the economy is
based on private profit” (Wright’s fifth question; ibid.) without revealing
a proworker attitude. This would be the case, for example, of a respon-
dent’s belief that there are no alternative feasible social systems and thus

7. On dialectical thinking and how it should be applied to social research, see G.
Carchedi, Class Analysis and Social Research (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1987).
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that poverty is inevitable. The real, ideological, content of such an
answer is then procapital.

The issue here is not that one should be more careful in the formu-
lation of questions nor that the number of questions seems to be
extremely limited in relation to the task assigned to them. Even a dif-
ferent formulation or a greater number of questions would not answer
the criticism that this method (1) assumes that there are questions whose
answers always reveal a procapitalist (or proworker) attitude, abstracting
from the ideological context of which they are part (a doubtful propo-
sition), and (2) assumes that the simple addition of these answers gives
us the contours of the individual respondent’s consciousness.

This method, the addition of the parts in order to arrive to the whole,
is diametrically opposed to that of Marx, which starts from the whole in
order to explain the parts. In it the parts get their meaning from the
whole and thus from their reciprocal interrelation. Consciousness should
thus be seen as something in which it is the character of the whole which
gives meaning to the parts, that is, as something in which the character
of the whole is not given by the addition of the parts and thus cannot be
reconstructed by adding the parts (the individual answers, in Wright’s
methodology). According to this alternative approach the same objec-
tively determined consciousness (for example, ideology) is internalized
by each individual in a different way.? However, all these individuals can
be said to share that consciousness inasmuch as they share its dominant
features, its class content. Thus, the task becomes that of searching the
dominant forms of consciousness in a specific situation, those forms
which are shared, in a variety of individual ways, by a number of indi-
viduals sufficient to make of those consciousnesses social phenomena,
social forces. Even assuming that there are questions the answers to
which always reveal a procapitalist or a proworker attitude, what is
important: to discover this immutable form of consciousness or to
discover the dominant forms of consciousness under the concrete
circumstances, the changeable forms of ideological domination shared in
their class content by a great number of individual forms of conscious-
ness? It is clear that this latter view of consciousness is unsuitable for
tests of statistical significance. Or, alternatively, if one chooses to
measure consciousness as conventional sociology does, one has to adopt
a static and ‘micro-logical’ notion of it.

8. See ibid., ch. 3.
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Structures

But Wright conceptualizes structures too in a static manner, that is, in a
structuralist fashion. Structuralism sees structures as crystallized realiz-
ations. A structure becomes a complex of positions (pigeonholes) to be
filled by people. Structuralism does not see that the relation between
structures and people is not one between pigeonholes and pigeons but
one in which people are the personifications of the structure, of its inner
contradictions, and thus can also be the agents of change. This is why
positions should be seen as processes and thus as elements of a whole, as
the expressions of definite relations but also, at the same time, of the
dynamics inherent in those relations. For example, it is not structuralist
to define the new middle class in terms of production relations and to
stress that people filling those positions belong to the new middle class,
provided that those positions are seen as the result of a specific dynamic
and thus historical process. One could thus define the new middle class
in terms of a contradictory combination of those elements of the
production relations which define the two fundamental classes but, in
the same breath, would have also to stress that the emergence of these
positions is the result of the needs of capital accumulation. At the same
time, the same needs subject those positions to a process of dequali-
fication as soon as they realize themselves and this process is, in its turn,
counteracted by the introduction of new techniques which create new,
qualified, jobs in a constant process of tendential and countertendential
phenomena.

More generally, a Marxist dialectical approach defines positions in
terms of relations of production but also inquires into whether those
positions are in the process of being qualified or dequalified, whether
they belong to a production process subject to technological innovations
or not, whether they are part of a process organized on the basis of, say,
scientific management or of the human relations approach, whether they
are part of a branch of industry being threatened by restructuring or one
in the process of economic expansion, whether that category of agents
has qualifications which match those required by the positions they fill,
whether those qualifications are in the process of being brought down or
up to the level required by those positions, etc. The study of structures
does not lead necessarily to structuralism and is, needless to say, essen-
tial for class analysis. But the study of structures without dialectics
cannot but fall into a structuralist, that is, static, analysis.

In short, the difference between a structuralist (Marxist oriented or
not) and a Marxist dialectical approach is that the latter sees both
consciousness and structures as processes, in their movement. From the
point of view of dialectics, consciousness, seen as the dominant forms of



118 THE DEBATE ON CLASSES

class domination under specific circumstances, must be related to
positions seen as the dynamic expression of production relations. Thus,
both structures and ideologies must be seen in their historical and
conjunctural specificity. They must be seen as representing (in a
contradictory way) the interests of the different classes in the sense that
the ideological form of these interests is not fixed and predetermined but
changeable as the conjuncture, and thus the interrelation with all other
social phenomena, changes.

If structures, positions, are seen not as a process but statistically, and
if positions determine consciousness, then changes in class consciousness
can only be determined by extrastructural, or nonclass factors. Alter-
natively, if changes in positions do occur, then Wright’s approach must
move directly from these changes to changes in consciousness without
being able to examine within the framework of class analysis the role
political parties, trade unions, schools, social movements, etc., have in
the formation of class consciousness. As Leo Panitch convincingly
argues, it is this kind of crude determinism which is at the basis of much
contemporary, as well as past, reformism.’

The Relation Between Structures and Consciousness

As I have just hinted at, Wright conceptualizes the relation between
structure and consciousness in a deterministic way. Let me elaborate on
this. Within Wright’s theoretical frame of inquiry, only structures deter-
mine consciousness. Of course, other factors, the so-called ‘nonclass
mechanisms’ affect the concrete form taken by consciousness (p. 29),
but they fall outside the explanatory power of the model; they only
account for the deviations of these concrete forms from what should be
the consciousness of the respondents as indicated by their positions and
in a form independent of the historically specific conjuncture. Thus,
somehow, positions account for the “pure” form of consciousness while
the actual, concrete, form taken by consciousness is the result of both
class determination (which accounts for this pure form) and of the
nonclass mechanisms (which account for the deviations). In short, class
determination is insufficient to explain concrete realizations. But a
theory which relies on nonclass mechanisms for the explanation of the
concrete form taken by phenomena—in this case, consciousness—cannot
but fall into a view in which consciousness is somehow predetermined by
the structure and in which the real, concrete form taken by social

9. L. Panitch, “The Impasse of Working-Class Politics,” in The Socialist Register
(London: Merlin Press, 1984-5).
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phenomena falls outside class analysis’s explanatory power. This
tremendous, but unnecessary, constraint imposed on class analysis is
nothing else but the result of having collapsed class determination into
class determinism.

Wright attempts to escape this criticism by pointing out that class
positions do not “strictly determine class outcomes, but only the proba-
bilistic tendencies for such outcomes” (p. 186). This seems to cleanse
this approach from its deterministic features, it seems to introduce the
concept of tendency, a dialectical concept. But whether class positions
explain the class consciousness of the respondents or the probability that
the respondents have a certain consciousness, the fact remains that in
Wright’s scheme class position is the only determinant of these
dependent variables, the only independent variable. As Wright puts it,
“where deviations occur it is due to factors which are contingent relative
to the effects of the positions themselves” (ibid., emphasis added).
(Concrete examples of institutions through which these deviations take
place are political parties, trade unions, schools, etc. (p. 251).) The
addition of the probabilistic element does not change the deterministic
character of the model in which there are dependent and independent
variables into a dynamic one, in which there are determinant and deter-
mined social phenomena.

This is obviously not the place to discuss the dialectical method of
analysis.'® However, a few remarks are necessary to clarify the meaning
of my critique. The dialectical method does not consider phenomena as
dependent and independent variables. Rather, there are determinant
and determined social phenomena. They all interact with, and modify,
each other so that a certain instance’s realization is the result of the
interaction of all instances, determinant as well as determined. However,
the determinant instance is “more important” than (that is, determinant
of) the other instances. There are various interpretations of what “more
important” means. One of them, the one to which I subscribe, is that a
certain instance is determinant when it can be said to call into existence
the other (determined) instances as conditions of its own supersession or
reproduction. Structural determination, then, does not mean that the
structure determines a certain form of consciousness and that this form
is modified by other nonclass factors, so that the structure is accountable
for a part (percentage) of a certain class consciousness. Structural deter-
mination means that the structure determines the class content of a
certain consciousness (almost inevitably a contradictory content) and
that the realization of, the concrete form taken by, that consciousness is

10. See Carchedi, Class Analysis and Social Research.
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the outcome of the complex interrelation of all instances (determinant as
well as determined) in their concrete, realized form.

For Wright structural determination does not mean that the deter-
minant instance gives its class content to the determined ones; rather,
for him structural determination becomes a separable step in the
concrete realization, in the specific form taken by, the determined
instances. But the “homogeneity of the effects generated by the struc-
ture” (p. 137), that is, class consciousness, is not something which can
be observed empirically aside from the modifications produced on class
consciousness by other “effects” generated also by the same structure.
This is so because both the structure and the “effects” realize themselves
in their specific form in a process of mutual interrelation. Wright does
not seem to realize that the attempt to find out by statistical means the
“pure” structural determination of consciousness is precisely the point
where a dialectical view is replaced by a deterministic one, the point
where the “reflection” (even if only a partial and distorted one) of the
structure into consciousness is sought.

This can be easily seen if one considers that the greater the explan-
atory power of the model (that is, the match between positions and
consciousness) is, the less relevant schools, parties, unions, etc., become
for the formation (and thus for the explanation) of class consciousness.
At the limit, a theory finding a perfect match between positions and
consciousness would be the best theory in terms of Wright’s proble-
matic. This theory, however, would leave no room for the influence all
other phenomena (both social and individual) have on class conscious-
ness. Thus, the better a theory is, the less realistic it becomes; or, the
best theory is also the least realistic. In short, the best theory leaves no
room for human agencies in the production of class consciousness and
thus in effecting social change. Again, this is a consequence of the struc-
turalism implied in Wright’s approach.

If this critique is accepted, then to inquire into concrete, realized
cases of structural determination, into the “homogeneity of the effects
generated by the structure,” takes on a different meaning. The empirical
observation that, say, 65 per cent of the incumbents of a certain type of
positions have a certain ideology (consistent, somehow, with their struc-
turally determined interests) does not mean that the other 35 per cent
have another ideology due to extrastructural (or nonclass) factors. On
the contrary, if the structure (due to its inner contradictory nature)
generates its own (contradictory) conditions of reproduction or of
supersession, then the 35 percent holding an “inconsistent” ideology do
that for reasons no less structural than the ones explaining why the other
65 percent holds a “consistent” ideology, that is, they do that because of
the intfluence on class consciousness of social phenomena other than the
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class positions of the individuals. The so-called nonclass mechanisms
(that is, social phenomena nonspecific to classes as for example the
oppression experienced by women and minority groups), become then
so many conditions of reproduction or of supersession of the structure
since they too are elements shaping the formation of class consciousness.

Thus, to inquire into the empirical relation between positions and
consciousness is methodologically valid only if (1) both positions and
consciousness are seen as processes, and (2) the relation between them
is interpreted not in the sense that the discrepancy is due to nonclass
factors (so that the less the discrepancy the higher the explanatory
power of the theory) but in the sense that it too is an element of class
determination, a result of class struggle. From Wright’s “micro-logical”
perspective, in which statistics are used to test whether differences in
consciousness are due to differences in class positions, it is logical that
what is not explained by class positions must be the result of nonclass
factors. From the point of view of classes, in which dialectics is used to
inquire into the relation between structures, that is, classes, and their
realized conditions of existence or supersession, what is not a condition
of supersession of the system (for example, a proworker ideology) is a
condition of its reproduction (for example, a procapitalist ideology).
Statistical tests of significance here are inapplicable. They are thus not
neutral, they have a class content, because their application requires a
redefinition of the dynamic concepts of ideology and structure into static
ones as well as radical (micro-individual) reconceptualization of the
relation between them.

This last remark raises an important question in class analysis: the
conditions of applicability of certain techniques of social research. Let
me consider another technique of social research on which Wright relies
heavily in order to inquire into the respondents’ class consciousness: the
method of the interview. That this method can be applied within any
type of logic of social research is a self-evident truth for the great
majority of social researchers, no matter what their strategy of social
research is. Yet there are reasons indicating that we should apply this
method cautiously. When a worker is confronted by an interviewer, s/he
is alone. Chances are that s/he would answer the same questions differ-
ently in a different situation, for example, in a workers’ assembly. This is
so not only because of psychological reasons (that is, because s/he is not
alone with, and intimidated by, the interviewer but is part of a group, of
a community) but also because of deeper epistemological reasons. In
fact, in this collective situation, the individual worker becomes part of a
process of collective production of knowledge in which his or her indi-
vidual. knowledge both 1s enriched by the collective one (through
discussion with the other members of the community) and contributes to
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(and thus enriches) that collective knowledge.

But, it could be argued, this is the use of the questionnaire made by
conventional sociology, and by Wright. The same method could be
applied in a different situation, for example, during a workers’ assembly.
This is true. Yet, this application would not cancel the capitalist nature
of this technique. The nature is given by the fact that this technique is an
“acquisitive” tool of research, an appropriation by the researcher of the
knowledge of the respondents, instead of being a process which also
provides information, a process which shapes consciousness. It is this
capitalist nature which makes this technique contradictory to socialist
social research. This, however, does not mean that the method of the
interview should never be used. This, as other methods of conventional
sociology, can be used within a Marxist dialectical framework on con-
dition that they can be immersed in this framework, if they are not
incompatible with this framework, and on condition that their use is
limited and subordinate to this framework. Let me elaborate on this
latter point by providing a short example of the conditions under which
the method of the questionnaire can be used to inquire into the deter-
mination of consciousness by structure.

First, we need a theory of classes which has been tested, verified, in
terms of both its internal consistency and, especially, in terms of prac-
tice, in terms of its ability to explain and change social phenomena. This
(and not statistical tests of significance) is the ground on which alter-
native theories should be compared and chosen, assuming, of course,
that our main interest is, as Wright puts it, Marx’s theoretical agenda
and political goals.

Second, on the basis of this theory, we should identify positions
within the social structure and analyze them as processes, as the contra-
dictory result of a process of development. I have given an indication
above of what elements to look for when conceptualizing positions.

Third, we consider ideologies. Three points must be made in this
regard. To begin with, we consider ideologies not only in terms of what
people say but also in terms of what people do (for example, voting
patterns). Also, we do not look at ideologies as construed by the socio-
Jogist, not at the ideal type of what the respondents’ ideology should be
under any circumstances. Rather, we must look for actually existing,
realized social phenomena (for example, a certain racist ideology). Then,
the individual discrepancies, internalizations of that ideology become
unimportant since they all share the dominant features, and thus the
class content, of that ideology. Finally, these ideologies must be con-
sidered dynamically, as processes, as the contradictory result of a
process of development.

Fourth, the relationship between structure and ideology should be
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looked at dialectically. That is, the concrete form taken by ideologies as
social phenomena (disregarding the variety of individual internal-
izations) should be seen as conditions of either reproduction or of super-
session of the concrete form taken by the structure, by positions.

Fifth, it is within this framework and only at this point that question-
naires can be used to inquire, for example, into how many of a certain
position’s incumbents share an ideology functional for the reproduction
of the system (and thus, for example, contrary to their own interests)
and how many share another ideology (functional for the supersession
of the system and consonant with their interests).

This last point requires some' further comments. The questionnaire
can be used to study individual class consciousness but this must be done
along lines different from those followed by Wright. Having identified,
as mentioned above, those ideologies which have become social
phenomena, we look at those which have penetrated the individual’s
consciousness. We only look at the dominant features, that is, we dis-
regard the individual, particular ways they have been internalized. Then,
from this point of view, an individual consciousness appears as the par-
ticular and contradictory internalization, at the individual level, of
socially realized ideologies, all of them being conditions of reproduction
or of supersession at the ideological level of the capitalist production
relations. Therefore, the individual consciousness can be considered as
an individual, that is, potential condition of reproduction or of super-
session of the capitalist production relations, something which, because
of this potentiality, can become an actual, socially realized, condition of
reproduction or of supersession.

Since many social phenomena go into an individual’s consciousness,
an individual’s c/ass consciousness is formed by the internalization of all
those phenomena, of all those conditions of reproduction or of super-
session. Therefore, class consciousness is given not only by the indi-
viduals’ ideas concerning, and attitudes towards, capital but also by the
ideas concerning, and attitudes towards, unions, women, migrants,
blacks, homosexuals, peace, etc. Or class consciousness is the conscious-
ness of the need to abolish capitalism by substituting not only the capi-
talist production relations with different, socialist production relations,
but also all other capitalist social relations (relations of subordination of
women, colored people, etc.) with socialist social relations. If we do not
follow this approach, we separate artificially the different fields of
struggle for socialism, we foster (once more) a notion of class struggle as
the struggle to replace a system of production relations by another
system of production relations. This is a limited and ultimately self-
defeating concept of class struggle.

Since all social phenomena influencing the individual’s class
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consciousness change continuously, it is important to consider the indi-
vidual forms of consciousness not as immutable, a priori forms which are
modified by nonclass factors. Rather, they must be seen as the change-
able forms social phenomena take at the individual level, as the contra-
dictory potential conditions of reproduction or of supersession, the
concrete form of which must always be inquired into. It is this form of
consciousness which should be studied by using the questionnaire, it is
this form of consciousness which should be related to positions, seen as
moments in a process of historical development.

Thus, the questionnaire can be used in dialectical class analysis in
spite of its class content (it is acquisitive) because it can be immersed
into, and thus subordinated to, a radically different analytical approach.
This is possible because the adoption of this technique does not force us
to reconceptualize our notions of structure and consciousness. On the
other hand, statistical tests of significance cannot be used within a dia-
lectical approach to the study of the determination of consciousness by
structure because these tests force us to reconceptualize these notions in
a static and individualistic way. These tests are thus incompatible with a
dialectical class analysis of the determination of class consciousness by
structures. Therefore, whether a technique can be applied to dialectical
class analysis (in spite of its class content) or not is a question which can
be answered only by considering the specific features of each technique,
only case by case: if the application of that technique does not require
the static and individualistic reconceptualization of dynamic class
phenomena, it can be immersed in the dialectical frame of analysis in
spite of its class content, in spite of its being contradictory to it. If such a
reconceptualization is required, then there is incompatibility between
that technique and dialectical analysis.

To conclude, that Wright’s theory fares better than rival ones only
means that it explains better individual consciousness, a feature which,
as Wright admits, is not a proof of being a better theory of social change.
Wright advances a more limited claim: if his theory’s explanatory power
is no proof, it is perhaps an indication of its usefulness for a socialist
strategy. But even this limited claim must be properly assessed. How
useful can this theory be if it uses static concepts instead of dynamic
ones, if it is based on a deterministic (instead of a dialectical) relation
between them, if this relation is inquired into by exclusively using tech-
niques of social research unfit to both research and form collective
consciousness, and if it is to these techniques that this theory owes its
credibility? In what measure can such a theory both analyze and influ-
ence social change, that is, the movement of history? If these questions
are answered negatively, is this not the result of Wright having shifted to
a terrain in which concern for social change is not built in any more into
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the logic of social research, a terrain alien to socialism no matter how
one wants to define it? If this is the case, then Wright's rival theories, as
he construes them, are not a relevant term of comparison.

Conclusions

This review has touched upon only some of the most important aspects
of Wright’s most recent work. My thesis is that Wright’s approach is
undermined by extremely serious internal difficulties. Only some of
them have been mentioned in this review: the separation of the control
of the organization of capital assets from the real, economic ownership
of those assets as separate productive assets; the separation of skills from
labor power also as separate productive assets; consequently, the
collapsing of the concept of social class based on those separations; the
methodological problems inherent in the game theory approach; conse-
quently, the collapsing of the notion of exploitation based on this
approach; the use of attitudes as indicators of consciousness; the
extremely limited number of questions used to measure consciousness.
These are all elements of a critique based on the internal consistency of
Wright’s new approach. But my critique has also a different dimension.
My thesis is also that Wright has chosen a frame of reference in which
the Marxist unit of analysis (classes) has been replaced by individuals;
the Marxist labor theory of value has been replaced by an eclectic
mixture of neo-Ricardian and neoclassical economics; the Marxist
method of historically determined abstractions by the fantasies of game
theory; the Marxist concept of classes rooted in production relations by
a concept rooted in distributional and occupational categories; Marxist
dialectics by determinism; and the Marxist concern for social change by
the concern for the explanation of individual consciousness.

In opening his book, Wright remarks that his answer to the question
“what constitutes a class?” i1s not the one Marx would have given if he
had completed the last, unfinished chapter of the third volume of
Capital. 1 agree. However, he also remarks that Classes proposes an
answer faithful to Marx’s theoretical agenda and political goals. With
this, I could not disagree more. If the above conclusions are valid, then it
is the meaning itself of Wright’s enterprise which is called into question.
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Class Theory: Still the Axis of
Critical Social Scientific
Analysis?

Uwe Becker

By now, some notion of class is common to most schools of social
science. But only in Marxist social and political theory are the concepts
of class and class struggle traditional analytical cornerstones. In Marxist
analyses, history is the “history of class struggle”; economic class
positions—under capitalism notably those of capital and labor—are the
most important bases of collective action; class interests govern politics
and ideology; as a political doctrine devoted to the working class.
Marxism is founded on class theory. Engels wrote the classical formu-
lation of this theory. In his view, Marx had

discovered the great law of motion . .. according to which all struggles in
history, whether they happen on a political, religious, philosophical, or any
other ideological terrain, are indeed the more or less clear expression of
struggles between social classes. The existence and therefore the collisions
between these classes are conditioned by the development of their economic
situation—by their mode of production.'

Although the various Marxisms have always differed considerably,
for a long time fundamental criticisms of the centrality assigned to class
and class struggle were stigmatized as “revisionist.” For nearly a century,
some version of the traditional view as expressed by Engels was canoni-
cal in mainstream Marxist theories. And the—at least implicit—

1. F. Engels, Foreword to the 3rd ed. (1885) of K. Marx, Der achtzehnte Brumaire des
Louis Bonaparte, in Marx-Engels-Werke (hereafter MEW) vol. 8, (East Berlin: Dietz-
Verlag, 1956-), p. 562.
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assumption of an objectively socialist working class was a common
feature of these theories.

Only recently, in the course of the so-called crisis of Marxism, has
this heritage been questioned rigorously and on a large scale within
Marxism itself. The past decade witnessed, as it were, the erosion of
class theory and of other fundamentals of traditional Marxism. Class
reductionism, economism, essentialism, and even obscurantism are now
identified as serious defects in Marxist theory. As a result, Marxism in
the mid-1980s has lost many of its traditional contours, and its central
concern has shifted from the question of capitalist reproduction to
themes like the periodization of capitalist modes of accumulation and
comparative public policy research. However, the erosion of traditional
Marxism was not always based on rational argument. To some extent
this process is simply an uncritical intellectual adaptation to a changing
socio-political context.

Erik Olin Wright’'s plea for the restitution of the “explanatory
priority” of the concept of class based on an exploitation-centered
approach and his insistence on objective class interests as the foundation
for social-scientific critiques are thus a remarkable contrast. Wright’s
position provides the occasion to reflect systematically on the relevance
of the concept of class in social and political theory. In the following, I
outline recent theoretical developments regarding the explanatory status
of the concept of class, consider Wright’s theses, and then return to
Marx to pose the question of the original basis for arguing the centrality
of class. Finally, I discuss the question of objective interests and the
relevance of investigations into class structure.

The main thesis of this article is that there is indeed a certain specif-
icity of class, a specificity overlooked by both the adherents and the
critics of the centrality of class. It stems from the structural dynamics of
the relationship between capital and labor. Capital is compelled to
accumulate, and labor is pressed to resist what I call the “logic of
capital.” The structurally dynamic character of the conflict between
labor and capital renders the presence of this conflict in the history of
capitalism plausible, and it defines a special quality of the respective
class locations as bases for politico-ideological articulation and action.
No a priori explanatory primacy, however, can be deduced from this
specificity. Therefore, Wright’s view has to be rejected. Furthermore, 1
argue that the notion of objective interests of the working class in
socialism is not tenable. More generally, I reject Wright’s assumption
that the analysis of class structure provides the base for a critical social
science.

Throughout this article, I try to argue along the lines of an empiricist,
“naive” falsificationism. This means, in short, that I accept abstract
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propositions as generally valid only if they can be made plausible by
corresponding descriptive propositions and by deductions on this lower
level of abstraction. This method is empiricist because it assigns priority
to the lower levels of abstraction, and it is naive because the supposed
criterion of falsification is not an objective one. But the epistemological
naivety is justified because in daily life we are condemned to assume that
“true” knowledge corresponds to reality and that human beings are not
only capable of producing this knowledge, but actually do so.

The Challenge to Tradition

Althusserian Rhetoric

The renaissance of the intellectual left in the late 1960s was character-
ized by a critical stance toward Marxist orthodoxy. Although repre-
sentatives of the older independent Marxism—for example, E.P.
Thompson in Britain, J.-P. Sartre in France, and adherents of the
Frankfurt School in Germany and the United States—had a great impact
on this revival, probably the most prominent exponents of the academic
Marxism that dominated the following years were Louis Althusser and
Nicos Poulantzas.

In the tradition of Gramsci, one of the central objectives of their work
was to attack economism and class reductionism, which they denounced
as “deviation,” “revision,” and “bourgeois interpretation.”? The central
methodological points of departure for Althusserian Marxism were the
postulates of “economic determination in the last instance” and of the
“relative autonomy” of the superstructural “levels” of politics and
ideology. To underline this approach, Althusser coined the concept of
the class struggle as the “motor” of history. The development of pro-
ductive forces is not the motor of history; rather the class struggle is,
with its irreducible politico-ideological dimension, as Poulantzas pointed
out in his 1968 work Political Power and Social Classes. For him, there
are no inherent class interests in the economic structure and nothing like
a “class in itself.”® However, Althusser and Poulantzas never examined
the fallacies of economism and class reductionism in detail.

2. See A. Gramsci, Selections from the Prison Notebooks, eds. Q. Hoare and G.N.
Smith (London: Lawrence & Wishart, 1971), pp. 163ff, L. Althusser, Lenin and
Philosophy and Other Essays (London: Verso, 1971), pp. 7, 19, 45; and Nicos Poulantzas,
“The Problem of the Capitalist State,” New Left Review, no. 58 {1969) p. 68.

3. N. Poulantzas, Pouvoir politique et classes sociales (Paris: Maspero, 1968),
pp.- 110-17.
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The anti-economism of Althusserian Marxism marked a rupture in
the history of Marxist thought. For the first time the explanatory status
of the economy and of economic class positions was questioned, not just
by isolated theorists, but by a whole generation of Western Marxists.
Claims, however, are one thing; their realization is quite another. And,
in fact, a closer look at Althusser’s and Poulantzas’s claims reveal them
to be sheer rhetoric, or—to use Alvin Gouldner’s phrase—“programmatic
theatrics.”*

Some examples may illustrate the aptness of this characterization.
Without a class reductionist ascription of political objectives to econ-
omic class positions, it is impossible to say, as Althusser did, that
Marxism-Leninism “represents the proletarian class struggle in theory”
and that it “brings the social classes face to face with their truth.”* Rela-
tively autonomous processes of class formation or, more specifically, of
the formation of political forces in such a conception can only be
“deviations.” The theses of “economic determination in the last
instance” and of “relative autonomy,” then, refer to real history but not
to true history, which is the point of reference of the first.

The same can be said of Poulantzas. Starting from the proposed rela-
tive autonomy of politics and ideology and from the distinction between
“class determination” on the structural level and “class position” in the
politico-ideological conjuncture, he claims to evade an economist
definition of class: “A social class is defined . . . by its place in the social
division of labour as a whole. This includes political and ideological
relations.” But this is followed by: “A social class ... may take up a
class position that does not correspond to its interests, which are defined
by the class determination.”®

This construction is typical. Presenting structural class determination
as the standard of true or objective class interests conflicts with the
proclaimed relative autonomy of politics and ideology at this level. In
order to function as a standard, they must be derived from economic
positions. As a result, politics and ideology are only relatively autono-
mous in the conjunctural class positions, but here it is just this autonomy
that makes conjunctural class interests deviate from true class interests.
If class interests are true and thus correspond to class determination,
conjuncture in such a case would be nothing more than a reflection of

4. AW. Gouldner, “Stalinism? A Study of Intemal Colonialism,” in Political Power
and Social Theory, vol. 1, ed. M. Zeitlin (Greenwich, Conn.: JAI Press, 1980), p. 244
n. 2. .

5. Althusser, Lenin, pp. 19, 8, see also p. 100.

6. N. Poulantzas, Classes in Contemporary Capitalism (London: Verso, 1975), pp. 14,
15.
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structure. Structure refers to true history; conjuncture—where the
autonomy of politics and ideology is effective—to a deviation from true
history. Intentionally or unintentionally, Poulantzas presents a Hegelian
argument; he “is not denying economism, but merely complicating it.”’
Ever present in Althusserian Marxism are the assumptions of a
“properly” revolutionary socialist proletariat, determined by its econ-
omic class location, and of a “normal” course of history that would lead
to the abolition of capitalism. In this essentialist construction, the con-
tinued existence of capitalism proved that the capitalists dominated the
working class. Political power and ideological hegemony were the
necessary conditions for the survival of capitalism. Its survival showed
that these conditions existed; the state therefore could only be a capi-
talist class state, and the dominant ideologies could only be capitalist
class ideologies. Everything was determined by class, and class was
determined by economic location. But the (majority of the) actual work-
ing class in any given conjuncture deviates from this picture. A working
class determined by its class location would have destroyed capitalism!
Since, however, politics and ideology have the “function” of bringing
about the “cohesion” of capitalism, conjunctural politics and the
ideology of the working class necessarily have to deviate from pro-
letarian “class determination” in the logic of Althusserian Marxism.

Radical Criticisms

Despite all criticial pretensions, the dominant Marxist social theory of
the 1970s remained economist and class reductionist. Economist
because political and ideological content was a priori ascribed to econ-
omic relations; class reductionist because social and political events were
a priort teduced to class struggle. The late 1970s, then, witnessed a
radicalization of the theoretical claims placed on the agenda by
Althusser and Poulantzas. This development was represented by Barry
Hindess, Paul Hirst, Ernesto Laclau, and Adam Przeworksi.

Apart from E.P. Thompson, Hindess and Hirst were perhaps the
sharpest critics of the “isms” of Althusserian Marxism. In their view,
classes have to be distinguished radically from political forces:

The problem . .. is that when we turm to confront the dominant political
issues and struggles of the day, “classes”, categories of economic agents, are

7. P. Hirst, “Economic Classes and Politics,” in Class & Class Structure, ed. A. Hunt
(London: Lawrence & Wishart, 1977), p. 138; for a detailed presentation and critique of
Poulantzas’s theory, see B. Jessop, Nicos Poulantzas: Marxist Theory and Political Strategy
(London: Macmillan, 1985).
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not directly present in them. We encounter state apparatuses, parties . . .
trade union and employers’ organisations, bodies of armed men, demon-
strations, riotous mobs, etc., but never classes. . . . So much for the forces
acting in the political [domain], what about the issues at stake? Just as classes
are not political organisations, so political struggles do not occur in the form
of direct contests between classes for political hegemony, contests in which the
issue is the nature of the social relations of production: capitalism versus
socialism.®

The central thesis of Hindess’s and Hirst’s criticism is that there is no
necessary correspondence between classes and politics. Classes are
simply categories of economic agents. They “do not have given
‘interests’, apparent independently of definite parties, ideologies, etc.,
and against which these parties, ideologies, etc., can be measured.”
Consequently, politics and ideology have their “conditions of existence,”
which are manifold, but they do not “represent” classes in any direct
form. The assumption of “some essential arena of class struggle beyond
politics,” therefore, has to be rejected.’

The decisive difference between traditional Marxism, in its classic
version as well as in its Althusserian revision, and critics like Hindess
and Hirst seems clear. Where the former hold essentialist assumptions,
the latter reject them because they cannot see an empirical basis for
these assumptions. The critics’ own approach is to present an elementary
description of a more complex social and political reality and to assume
the irreducibility of this complexity. This mode of argument holds true
for Hindess and Hirst—though they explicitly reject any empiricist
epistemology'®—as well as for Laclau and Przeworski.

In contrast, Przeworski’s theory leaves room for politico-ideological
“class formation” and for classes as political subjects. This difference,
however, is partly a question of the definition of class. Yet Przeworski’s
emphasis on the irreducibility of social complexity is identical:

The organization of class as historical subjects . . . is not determined by the
places occupied by individuals within the realm of property relations. There is
no relation to be deduced here. The history of capitalism need not be a history
of class struggle . . . although it may happen to be that if workers and capi-

8. Hirst, “Economic classes,” pp. 125-6.

9. Ibid., p. 131. See also B. Hindess, “Classes and Politics in Marxist Theory,” Power
and the State, ed. G. Littlejohn et al. (London: Croom Helm, 1978), pp. 72-97; and A.
Cutler et al., Marx’s Capital and Capitalism Today, 2 vols. (London: Routledge & Kegan
Paul, 1977-8).

10. B. Hindess and P. Hirst, Mode of Production and Social Formation (London:
Macmillan, 1977), esp. pp. 7, 20-21.
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talists organize as such and if everyone struggles only in their capacity of
workers or capitalists.'!

And further:

The people who perpetuate their existence by selling their capacity to work for
a wage are also men or women, Catholics or Protestants, Northerners or
Southerners. They are also consumers, tax-payers, parents, and city dwellers.
They may become mobilized into politics as workers, but they may also
become mobilized as Catholic workers, Catholics or Bavarian Catholics.'?

Przeworski never took part in the discourse of Althusserian Marxism.
Laclau, by contrast, did, and his first attempts to criticize class
reductionism still show the marks of the Althusserian approach. In his
1977 critique of Poulantzas’s theory of fascism, he asserts that

every contradiction is overdetermined by class struggle. According to basic
Marxist theory, the level of production relations always maintains the role of
determination in the last instance in any social formation. This in itself
establishes the priority of the class struggle.'?

By the beginning of the 1980s and with direct reference to the “crisis
of Marxism,” however, Laclau (mostly in cooperation with Chantal
Mouffe) began to develop a theory of political articulation in which the
traditional “isms” of Marxism were banned. In 1985 this preliminary
work culminated in the publication of Hegemony and Socialist
Strategy."*

The central element of the “post-Marxist” theory of Laclau and
Mouffe is the concept of discourse. They conceive political subjectivity
as resulting from discursive articulation; that is, from processes of the
“production of meaning.” Articulation is a “discursive practice which
does not have a plane of constitution prior to, or outside, the dispersion

I1. A. Przeworski, “The Ethical Materialism of John Roemer,” Politics and Society
vol. 11, no. 3 (1982), pp. 293-4. Przeworski's Initial conlribution to the subject of class
was his “Proletariat into a Class: The Process of Class Formation from Karl Kaulsky's ‘The
Class Struggle’ to Recent Controversies,” Politics and Society vol. 7, no. 4 (1977): 343-
401.

12. A. Przeworksi and J. Sprague, “Party Strategy, Class Ideology, and Individual
Voting: A Theory of Electoral Socialism” (Paper prepared for the Colloquium on Class
Formalion, Paris: Sept. 1982).

13. E. Laclau, Politics and Ideology in Marxist Theory: Capitalism-Fascism-Populism
(London: Verso, 1977), p. 108.

14. E. Laclau and C. Mouffe, Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical
Democratic Politics (London: Verso, 1985), p. 4: “we are now situated in a post-Marxist
terrain.”
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of the articulated elements.” Consequently, there does not “exist a
constitution principle for social agents which can be fixed in an ultimate
class core.” According to Laclau and Mouffe, traditional Marxist
concepts like objective interests lack “any theoretical base whatsoever,”
and the search for the “true” working class is a “false problem.”'” Mean-
ing, political subjectivity, and collective action cannot be read off from
structural positions; processes of discourse circumscribe an irreducible
level of social constitution, and this is exactly what characterizes the
“openness” of the social. Class locations are not even privileged bases
for articulation. Race, sex, nationality, or anything else can have the
same Or greater importance in this respect. The base of articulation has
to be found in the “plurality of diverse and frequently contradictory
positions.” !¢ Class is just one of them, and nothing can be predicted
about its relevance.

One could say that Hindess’s and Hirst’s criticisms lack a sustained
constructive component; that Przeworski’s concept of class is incon-
sistent; and that Laclau and Mouffe can be faulted for the confusion
they create in defining the concepts of articulation and discourse,!” as
well as for the absence of empirical transparency in these concepts.
Furthermore, all of these authors tend to exchange one extreme (econ-
omism and essentialism) for another (relativism and subjectivism). The
lapse into subjectivism seems particularly apparent in the texts of Laclau
and Mouffe, who reject the distinction between discursive and non-
discursive aspects of social reality,'® and thus tend to reduce this reality
to processes of the constitution of meaning, which are based on mean-
ing. In such a conception, any given structural context of action (and of
discourse), whether constituted by discursive practice or not, is irrele-
vant.!”

But however justified these criticisms may be, these authors reject the
centrality that Marxism traditionally assigned to class.?’ Their writings
pose the question of how class and class struggle ever came to be seen as

15. Ibid., pp. 83-5, 109.

16. Ibid., p. 84; for the “openness of the social,” see p. 113.

17. At one point (Hegemony, p. 96), they define a discursive structure as “an articu-
latory practice”; elsewhere (p. 105) they call discourse the “structured totality resulting
from the articulatory practice.” Perhaps a structure can be a practice, but it makes no sense
10 say, as their definitions imply, that a structured totality resulting from a discursive struc-
ture is called discourse!

18. Ibid,, p. 107.

19. For a similar criticism, see B. Jessop, The Capitalist State (Oxford: Martin
Robertson, 1982), pp. 199-200.

20. More recently, the publications of, e.g., Isaac Balbus, Jon Elster, Anthony
Giddens, Claus Offe, Frank Parkin, and Theda Skocpol point in the same direction.
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relevant. Is it not evident that the concept of class lacks any special
explanatory status?

Looking for Arguments for the Centrality of Class

Wright’s Defense

In his 1985 publication Classes, Erik Olin Wright answered no to this
question. Classes is above all devoted to problems of class structure.
Although Wright certainly does not try to rehabilitate economism and
class reductionism, he insists that Marxism must adhere to the centrality
of class. According to him, this centrality has been undermined “by the
shift to a domination-centered concept of class.” This concept tends

to slide into the “multiple oppressions” approach to understanding society.
Societies, in this view, are characterized by a plurality of oppressions, each of
which is rooted in a different form of domination—sexual, racial, national,
economic, etc.—none having any explanatory priority over any other. Class,
then, becomes just one of many oppressions, with no particular centrality to
social and historical analysis.

To retain this centrality, Wright argues, Marxism has to opt for an
exploitation-centered concept of class.?!

The question, however, is whether the concept of class deserves
centrality. Centrality, understood in a nonreductionist way, would mean,
as Wright indicates, the explanatory priority of class. For him, therefore,
the class structures should

not only . . . be viewed as setting the basic limits of possibility on class for-
mation, class consciousness and class struggle, but they also constitute the
most fundamental social determinant of limits of possibility for other aspects
of social structure. Class structures constitute the central organizing principles
of societies in the sense of shaping the range of possible variations of the state,
ethnic relations, gender relations, etc.

And, he adds:

the claim is that class structures constitute the lines of demarcation in tra-
jectories of social change . . . the thesis that class struggle is the “motor” of

21: E.O. Wright, Classes (London: Verso, 1985), p. 57. See also chapter 1 above,
p- 8.
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history, then, means that it is the conflict between actors defined by their
location within class structures which explains the qualitative transformations
that demarcate epochal trajectories of social change.?

Wright has to demonstrate that class structure is the most important
determinant of human identity and that class struggle explains the basic
features of society and history. And since it is impossible to demonstrate
this in an all-embracing empirical way, Wright would make his claim
plausible only if he could refer to some societal mechanism or to some
fundamental social fact that generates the centrality of class and if he
could illustrate such configuration by significant examples. Does he
provide arguments of this kind?

To maintain the primacy of class, he says: “It is sufficient to argue
that the class structure constitutes the central mechanism by which
various sorts of resources are appropriated and distributed, therefore
determining the underlying capacities to act of various social actors.
Class structures are the central determinant of social power.” Because
class structure “distributes the basic access to the resources which deter-
mine human capacities to act,” Wright argues, it establishes the “limits”
within which “non-class mechanisms operate.”?® Is this a basic social
fact, and is it really sufficient?

Marxism has always stressed the material dimension of social life and
considered it fundamental because access to material resources deter-
mines the existential conditions of life, the standard of living, and hence,
to a large extent, access to other resources like education, culture, infor-
mation, and politics. This stress is certainly justified, and by themselves
material factors explain many aspects of social differentiation. It is also
true that class structure is the most global matrix for the distribution of
material resources. The concrete distribution of these resources,
however, reflects the various individual economic positions and circum-
stances of a population, which cannot adequately be described in class
terms. Moreover—and Wright seems to endorse this view—the distri-
bution of resources between the sexes, among nations and even regions,
or among ethnic groups is not (primarily) a matter of class. Every

22. Classes, pp. 31, 32-3.

23. Ibid., pp. 312-2, 29. In an earlier publicalion (* Giddens’s Critique of Marxism,” New
Left Review no. 138 [1983]), Wright mentions two further reasons for the primacy
of class: (1) that it has “1he grealest existential impacl on human subjectivity” (p. 23); and
(2) 1hat “class relations have an internal logic of development™ thal is “arliculaled 10 the
development of 1he forces of production™ (p. 24). In my view, the firs1 reason (which he
himself critically undermines in thai arlicle) seems 10 be an aspect of his thesis that class
structure limits the possible range of varialion of other social dimensions. This could not be
the case if class structure did not have a decisive impact on human subjectivity. The idea of
the “internal logic” of class structure has entirely disappeared in Classes.
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member of one of these categories may also be a member of one class
and involved in particular class structures, but his or her specific
capacity to act is determined by a complex configuration of specific
relations.

But even if we accept the view that class structure is the central
determinant of access to resources, a question remains: Does this fact
“limit” the possible variations of non-class relations more than these
relations limit the possible variation of class structure? Wright does not
refer to any compelling mechanism that would substantiate his claim. As
an illustration of his thesis, he mentions only male domination, whose
persistence, he admits, cannot be explained by class structure. The
historical possibility of the “elimination of institutionalized forms of
male domination,” however, must still be explained by the “trans-
formations of class relations—the development of advanced forms of
capitalist production accompanied by emerging elements of state
production.”® Here Wright obviously conflates class structure and the
economy, and this again is not convincing.

The concept of the capitalist economy is much more comprehensive
than the concept of capitalist class structure. The largely autonomous
dynamics of capitalist development—which are irrelevant to Wright’s
argument—indeed cause change on other social terrains. These dyna-
mics, which resulted in more change in the past two hundred years than
anything in the preceding millennia, are determined not by the presence
of private property in the means of production and the existence of wage
labor, but by the combination of these production relations with pro-
duction for largely anonymous, unregulated markets under a system of
competition among capitalist enterprises. Historically, it was the
unleashing of the market that brought about the “great transformation”
toward a society that is condemned to change and develop by its
elementary economic structure.”® Apart from specific circumstances
determining the rise and fall of national economies, long waves, and the
business cycle, the structural dynamics of capitalism cause more or less
continuous change in at least three dimensions: technology and produc-
tive knowledge; commodities and the material way of life; and social
structure. The “transformation of class relations” is only one aspect of
this dynamic.

Thus, as Wright recognizes, when in the past two decades, traditional

24. Classes, p. 59 n. 17.

25. See Karl Polanyi’s famous The Great Transformation: The Political and Economic
Origins of Our Time (Boslon: Beacon Press, 1957), especially Parl 2. One mighl object
thal capitalisl markets are by no means unregulated. Indeed, lhere are lhousands of regu-
lalions -and restrictions. But none of lhese regimentations is comparable to the strict
limilations of the precapitalist private markets in, for example, medieval Europe or China.
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patriarchal relations have been questioned, this is because of new
technico-economic demands, the proliferation of higher education,
growing professionalism, and increasing socio-geographic mobility, as
well as mass consumption and modern mass communication. In this
erosion of traditional bonds, the changing class structure (the expansion
of the middle classes) was but one link in a causal chain and not even a
central one at that. Indeed, the historically unique dynamics of capi-
talism open up various possibilities of social change. Because of capi-
talism’s power to penetrate, it can justifiably be seen as the central motor
of social development in the modern world. Structure always limits as
well as enables action, and capitalism tends to limit the range of possible
social variation by generating functional requirements. But this argu-
ment does not resemble Wright’s arguments for the “primacy of class.”

Finally, Wright’s universal thesis of the centrality of class struggle,
especially with regard to periods of epochal change, seems to me very
weak. If one defines epochal change as fundamental change in class
structure, the choice of possible actors struggling for change is already
restricted by definition. Many questions, however, remain. Are there
always definite periods of epochal change? What if fundamental change
occurs gradually, without any central and conscious struggle over class
structure? Actually, both feudalism and capitalism rose gradually; we
can identify the decisive steps only in retrospect. The bourgeois revo-
lutions turned out to be a sort of class struggle, but not, however, a
struggle between the relational classes of feudalism, the feudal lords and
the peasantry. Moreover, these revolutions were first and foremost
political revolutions. By contrast, the Russian revolution of 1917-19
changed the class structure, and the given class structure limited its
possible range. But the latter is trivial and does not substantiate the
centrality of class struggle. Were the opposing forces class forces, or
popular versus ruling forces? Was the revolution initiated by class
relations? And was the even more fundamental Stalinist revolution of
1928-30 determined by class structure and class struggle? Were the
factions of the party classes; were the peasants who were stigmatized as
“kulaks™ a class? Or, as a final example, German fascism did not
seriously affect class structure, but it did change social reality dra-
matically. The struggle of class-based forces was, no doubt, of great
relevance in this process. But if the concept of class provides the central
explanation, why did fascism rise only in Germany and—in a less
dramatic form—in Italy?

In conclusion, Wright does not provide sustained arguments for his
claim. So, more than ever, one has to ask why Marxism traditionally
accorded centrality to the concept of class. What were the original argu-
ments?
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Marx’s Materialist Account

Why did Marx assume that social relations, social action, and social
change must be explained by the struggle of economically defined
classes? His so-called political writings describe socio-political processes
of his time, but contain no foundation for his claim concerning the
universal explanatory status of class. Nor does his political economy
provide this foundation,; it is restricted to capitalism. The only thing one
could expect from Marx, then, is a theory of the centrality of class within
capitalism. And indeed, such a theory can be derived from his political
economy.

Even with regard to capitalism, however, this theory refers only to a
very limited field. Its central thesis holds that capitalist development will
in the long run demote social positions other than class to historical irre-
levance. In the long run people are forced to “make history” on the basis
of their economic class location only. And it is the working class that is
forced to destroy capitalism and to bring about socialism. That capi-
talism must necessarily give birth to socialism is an element of Marx’s
metaphysical teleology of history. But Marx’s claim that the working
class necessarily has to destroy capitalism is debatable. His arguments
originate in his materialism, in which material force is the most
important concept.26

In essence, Marx’s theory of capitalism contains a two-class model.
He defines classes as relational categories shaped by the relations
between producers and the means of production.”” In capitalism the
“subjective” and “objective” factors of production are “divorced” and
represented by wage labor and capital. For Marx the landowners—also
mentioned as a separate class—and the small bourgeoisie are declining
entities, and the new middle classes are not a serious theme. He deals
only sporadically with the differentiation of wage-earners into industrial
and “commercial,” skilled and unskilled, and supervisory and executing
workers.2® This differentiation, as well as the distinction between
productive and nonproductive wage laborers,” will have no impact on
capitalist development. In the long run, uniformity will triumph.® The
relevant classes, therefore, are the capitalists and the unified working

26. The following account draws heavily on U. Becker, Kapitalistische Dynamik und
politisches Krdftespiel: Zur Kritik des klassentheoretischen Ansaizes (Frankfurt a/Main:
Campus Verlag, 1986), pp. 15-45, 90-94.

27. K. Marx, Das Kapital [ (MEW 24), p. 42,

28. See, e.g., Das Kapital 1 (MEW 23), pp. 351, 443, 697; Das Kapital Il (MEW 25),
pp- 311-12, 402; and Theorien iiber den Mehrwert I (MEW 26.1), p. 145.

29. ‘Theorien I, pp. 145, 171; and Theorien Il (MEW 26.2), p. 576.

30. Kapital I, p. 442; Kapital 111, pp. 311-12, 402-3, 508,
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class. Marx’s definition of the working class is ambiguous: one could
identify it with only the industrial working class, but if we follow the
dominant logic of Marx’s political economy, his working class has to be
identified with more or less all wage-earners.

In Marx’s theory, the “law of motion” of the capitalist mode of
production will ultimately force the working class to destroy capitalism,
and it is this principle that gives centrality to class struggle. Because of
the strain of competition, capital has to maximize profit to develop
productive forces, to create new products, and to enlarge the surplus
value by lowering (relatively or even absolutely) the costs of the labor
force, thereby increasing the rate of exploitation. All this determines the
unique dynamics of capitalism, but it also threatens the material exist-
ence of wage-carners. People work for use values, but the logic of the
capitalist orientation toward profit undermines this objective. Progress
in production threatens job security, and reduced labor costs can imply
lower wages, more working hours, a higher intensity of production, and
diminished security on the shopfloor. Hence the relation between labor
and capital is a structural opposition (in Marx’s dialectical terminology,
a “contradictory” relation) and therefore one of potentially permanent
conflict.

Marx does not consider exploitation defined as a certain quantitative
relationship as the source of class antagonism under capitalism. In his
view, this antagonism originates in the overall dynamics of capitalist
accumulation, in which the dynamics of exploitation are a central
element. What is important for the current argument is that in his politi-
cal economy Marx postulates a dramatic deterioration in living con-
ditions for the working class in the course of capitalist accumulation.
The development of productivity and, in conjunction, the swelling of the
industrial “reserve army” and the increasing rate of exploitation will
inevitably lead to the impoverishment of (large homogenized parts of)
the working class. This is “the general law of capitalist accumulation,””!
which in the long run will bring about a situation of generalized existen-
tial misery in which it will be irrelevant whether the wage-earners are of
one nationality or another, men or women, Catholic or Protestant,
young or old, villagers or city dwellers. The only base of political action
that counts will be the wage-earners’ class location: because of their
class location they will be forced to overthrow capitalism.

Whether Marx argued for the absolute impoverishment of the work-
ing class 1s subject to academic dispute. Throughout his work he made
contradictory remarks about the development of the material conditions

31. Kapital I, ch. 23, esp. p. 675.
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of life of the working class. However, in central parts of his work, when-
ever he deals with epochal change, Marx does hypothesize the absolute
impoverishment of the working class: see, for example the Communist
Manifesto, Labor and Capital, The Poverty of Philosophy, and
especially “Address on the Anniversary of The People’s Paper,”
“Inaugural Address to the IAA,” and the final chapters of Capital
Volume I. But, more important, Marx’s emphasis on material necessities
and historical laws would have no coherent base without a theory of the
increasing misery of the working class. This theory is the only, though
very limited, foundation for the extraordinary significance that Marx and
traditional Marxists assign to class location and the class struggle.

Capitalist Dynamics and the Pressure to Class-Based Struggle

It is no secret that the crucial aspects of Marx’s theory of the historical
tendencies of capitalist accumulation are not tenable. His basic mistake
was to raise certain abstract possibilities of development to the status of
the tendencies of history, of long-term laws proceeding with “iron
necessity.”*? Thereby he abstracts “from processes that affect pre-
dictions,” and these abstractions “are bad abstractions.”?? Thus, in ana-
lyzing the process of capitalist accumulation, he treated the change in
the composition of capital in favor of fixed capital—that is, the sub-
stitution of machinery for human power—as the determinant of the
course of this process.*® And on the basis of his investigation of this
“factor,” Marx arrived at the absolute impoverishment of wage-earners.
The creation of new products—which in the labor market can compen-
sate for increases in productivity—and, most important, the organization
and struggle of the wage-earners to improve their material situation
within capitalism, got no attention from Marx. It is precisely these
factors, however, that are responsible for the fact that the working class
is not forced to destroy capitalism. Hence, there is no economic
development to diagnose here that in the long run consigns sexual,
racial, national, religious, or sociogeographic positions to historical irre-
levance.

Moreover, Marx’s thesis of the increasing homogeneity of the work-
ing class has not proved to be true. On the contrary, capitalist develop-
ment involves, as an inherent tendency—as a condition of the

32. Ibid,, p. 12.
33. Przeworski, “Ethical Materialism,” p. 299.
34. See Kapital 1, p. 640.
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technological and organizational division of labor—a growing differ-
entiation of wage labor. The process of capitalist accumulation is
twofold: the tendency toward the polarization of labor and capital is
opposed by a tendency toward the individualization and fragmentation
of wage-earners. The existence of the so-called new middle classes is the
most tangible result of this development. The individualization and frag-
mentation of wage labor makes it evident that the concrete relation
between labor and capital is not simply a relation between the working
class and the capitalist class. Individual and collective economic
locations do not necessarily coincide.

Hence, critics like Hirst, Laclau, and Przeworski are right in contest-
ing the centrality that traditional Marxism accorded to class. However,
they tend to overlook the specificity which class location actually has as
a base for social articulation and political action. The true kernel of
Marx’s theory remains his stress on the structurally dynamic character of
capitalism. The dynamics of capitalism make some sense of the theorem
of base and superstructure, because in capitalist society and only in capi-
talist society no other part of the social whole has overall effects
comparable to those of the economy. This dynamic, which is absent in
feudalism or other precapitalist modes of production (and which has
nothing to do with Althusser’s “last instance”), is the locomotive of the
development of capitalist society. By continually reshaping class struc-
ture, human needs, and the material space of society, the economy
initiates change and adjustments in politics, ideology, and culture much
more than the latter influence the economy. In this sense, the capitalist
economy is the “base” for historical development. The notion of “super-
structure,” however, is questionable, because no economic mechanism
strictly determines politics, ideology, and culture.

A second kernel of truth in Marx’s theory is his emphasis on the
structural character of the antagonism between labor and capital or,
more generally, between the human orientation toward use values and
capital’s orientation toward profit. In fact, the logic of capital, the struc-
turally imposed pressure to maximize profits and to lower costs, threat-
ens the existence of the wage-earners and structurally pressures them to
struggle against this logic. The everyday struggle over wages and work-
ing conditions is an obvious expression of this pressure. In contrast to
nineteenth-century capitalism, the current struggle between labor and
capital in the North and West is not normally about existential sub-
sistence. But without labor’s resistance to the logic of profit maxi-
malization, there would not even be a relative guarantee of work, of
wage levels, of hours of labor, and of decent conditions on the shop-
floor. Life would be a very uncertain affair, and labor would be a play-
thing of capital. Whereas people can manage the poverty resulting from
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exploitation, they cannot manage the complete uncertainty of life
expectations that the pure logic of capital would create.

It is the structural pressure on wage-earners to fight the logic of
capital—and the impetus to struggle for more, which is fostered by capi-
talist expansion and by its continual reshaping of the consumers’ needs—
that explains why the conflict between labor and capital in capitalist
society is universal and nearly permanent. No other front of conflict has
such a comparably broad and indeed fundamental, existential basis as
that between the orientation toward use values and the orientation
toward profit—of which the struggle between labor and capital is the
central and primary form. No other front of conflict has a comparable
historical record. The structural pressure to conflict involved in the
relational capitalist class locations is their distinguishing feature. This
does not prove the overall explanatory “centrality” of class, but it
certainly does substantiate a characteristic of the relational class
locations as bases for articulation and political action. The structural
pressure to conflict establishes the peculiarity of the struggle between
labor and capital.

This structural antagonism between labor and capital is a concrete
reality. But it is an abstraction because its manifestation in struggle
depends on many factors. First, the capitalist class locations overlap the
hierarchical division of labor, which differentiates and fragments the
wage-earners.”® This makes the capitalist class structure more complex,
and it implies that not all individual wage-earners are threatened by the
logic of capital in the same way and to the same extent. The result is that
the antagonisni between labor and capital usually does not lead to a
struggle between two class collectivities. Further, it cannot be deduced
from the structural antagonism between labor and capital how the
struggle between these two poles will be settled. Hindess and Hirst are
right here: the struggle between labor and capital is a struggle between
political forces. These forces are based not only on the relational class
locations but also on individual economic locations, on ideological tra-
ditions like the distinction between the prestige of manual and mental
labor, on age, on sex, and on other positions. All these factors are effec-
tive in their own right. Finally, political articulation—resulting from the
processes of socialization, manipulation, and learning from experience—
is an irreducible level of social reality.

To conclude, the confrontation between labor and capital is distin-
guished by its structural dynamics, but this does not justify the general

35. Capital is also differentiated, but that is of lesser exemplary relevance in the
present discussion.
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claim that class locations have a particular explanatory force. Class
struggle is not the motor of the history of capitalist society. If there is
any such motor, and only in the sense of the central initiator of societal
change, it is the dynamics of the capitalist economy, of which the struc-
tural antagonism between labor and capital is only one aspect. Capital is
compelled to accumulate, and labor is pressed to fight the logic of
capital accumulation. Because of its elementary existential dimension,
therefore, the conflict between capital and labor is a universal and nearly
permanent feature of capitalist society. Theorists like Hindess and Hirst
and Laclau and Mouffe tend to overlook this specificity. The capital-
labor conflict, to be sure, has a central place in capitalist history.
Evidently, the history of the distribution of profits and wages or the
development of important parts of welfare legislation are rooted in the
power relations between the two poles of the capitalist antagonism. But
in the explanation of the various histories within capitalist society, such
as the rise of fascism or the “cultural revolution” of the 1960s, the
antagonism between labor and capital has no a priori centrality.

It follows that the concept of class struggle is useful only in the sense
of a struggle between class-based (political) forces initiated by problems
originating in the dynamics of class relations. The concept of class for-
mation should be considered in the same way. Class formation—in its
emphatic sense as the politico-ideological formation of an economic
class as a class—refers only to a theoretical possibility. What really exists
is the formation of class-based forces such as social-democratic or
Catholic unions. The concept of class consciousness is problematic.
Does it refer to any given awareness members of a class have of class
structure and the interests that articulate within this structure? The point
of reference in this case would not be class but the individual. Or does
the concept of class consciousness refer to the extent that members of a
class express the objective interests that can be derived analytically from
their class locations? Such an interpretation is acceptable only if the
concept of objective class interests is viable.

Class Structure, Objective Interests, and Critical Social Science

In traditional Marxism the concept of class does not have “explanatory

36. This does not mean that the capital-labor conflict explains the commonalities
among capitalist nations. To a certain extent this may be the case. But for the rest, these
commonalities originate largely in common traditions (Christianity, for example) and in the
tautological fact that all the capitalist nations are capitalist.
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priority” only. Marxism has always claimed to be a critical science or, in
Engels’s words, the theory of “scientific socialism.” In this context the
concepts of class, particularly of objective class interests, and of class
structure as the basis for these interests are of central importance.
Marx’s goal in his political economy was to offer the “theoretical foun-
dation” of communism*’ through an analysis of the process of capitalist
accumulation, which would necessarily both define antagonistic objec-
tive interests and lead to the realization of the objective interest of the
working class in socialism/communism. In this teleological theory,
critique was a synonym for the analysis of the direction of capitalist
development. Whatever values might have guided Marx’s investigation,
in his own judgment, his theory was only an “organ” of real history.*

With the shift of the overall problematic of Marxism from social
change to social reproduction, the relevance of the notion of objective
interests changed. It came to serve as a criterion for the determination of
“deviant” class consciousness and as a justification of the socialist/
communist party’s claim to be a scientifically led “avant-garde” of the
working class. And in “actually existing socialism,” the objective
interests of the working class for the party and the related state appar-
atus even serve to justify repressive measures against the working class
and the whole population. This evolution of the idea of objective
interests should, at the very least, be reason enough for a careful use of
this concept, which intrinsically tends to distinguish between those who
claim to have objective knowledge and those who do not know their
own “true” interests.

There has been limited discussion in Marxism of the validity of the
concept of objective class interests. As long as economism, class
reductionism, and a teleological view of history were dominant, the
validity of the notion of the objective interests of the working class in
socialism was largely—especially in the tradition of Georg Lukécs’s
theory of “objective class consciousness”—taken for granted.* In
Althusserianism, the concept of objective interests was absent because it
was considered a feature of “historicism” and subjectivism, but the
Althusserian critique remained ambiguous. In the course of the recent
crisis of Marxism, however, the concept of objective interests more or
less withered away as an aspect of the “bad isms” of traditional
Marxism. In criticizing Wright, Laclau and Mouffe say simply that this

37. See his letter to Lassalle of February 6, 1849 (MEW 39, p. 618).

38. See Elend der Philosophie (MEW 4, p. 143).

39. See Georg Lukdcs, Geschichte und Klassenbewusstsein (Berlin: Malik-Verlag,
1923), pp. 57-93.
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concept “lacks any theoretical basis whatsoever” and that it “becomes
meaningless” if one abandons the “privileging [of] certain subject
positions.”*® To these authors, a systematic elaboration of their criticism
does not seem necessary. The question is whether Wright, with his new,
exploitation-centered approach, does provide tenable arguments for the
restitution of the concept of objective class interests, and particularly for
his claim that the working class has an objective interest in socialism.

A Short Outline of Wright’s Approach

Wright’s points of departure are neither teleological nor Leninist. But he
is one of the few Western Marxists who explicitly pay attention to the
concept of objective interests. His basic assumption is that people “have
an ‘objective interest’ in increasing their capacity to act.” And “insofar
as the actual capacity that individuals have to make choices and act
upon them—their real freedom—is shaped systematically by their
position within the class structure, they have objective class interests
based on this real interest in freedom.”*! The analysis of class structure,
therefore, is of crucial importance, for it has to locate the structural
bases of these objective class interests.

In Wright’s view, the suitable criteria for determining class structure
are the relations of exploitation. In contrast to domination, he asserts,
“exploitation intrinsically implies a set of opposing material interests.”*2
Following the theory of John Roemer, he conceives exploitation as
denoting a causal relationship between the wealth of one person, group,
or class and the poverty of another person, group, or class. The cause of
exploitation is seen in the unequal distribution of productive assets, of
which the main examples are private ownership of the means of pro-
duction, control over organizations, and possession of skills. Exploi-
tation through property assets—the classical item of Marxism—refers
only to a special case in Roemer’s and Wright’s general concept of
exploitation, and defines—with regard to capitalism—the classes of labor
and capital. Organizational assets (prototypically belonging to managers
and supervisors) and skill assets (prototypically belonging to experts)
define the location of the new middle classes. These locations, however,
are “contradictory locations,” because the wage-earners involved are
capitalistically exploited on the one hand but are skill or organizational

40. Laclau and Mouffe, Hegemony, pp. 83-4.
41. Wright, Classes, pp. 28, 249.
42. Ibid., pp. 56-7.
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exploiters on the other hand.*® The true working class, then, consists of
those wage-earners who are exploited both by capital and by the new
middle classes. Wright calls them “uncredentialed non-managerial
employees.”**

In Roemer’s view, however, exploitation is not just a causal
relationship between wealth and poverty. He has a second criterion: A
coalition S, in a large society N, is exploited if and only if:

(1) There is an alternative, which we may conceive of as hypothetically
feasible, in which S would be better off than in its present situation.

(2) Under this altemmative the complement to §, the coalition N-5=§’,
would be worse off than at present.**

Wright bases his theory of objective class interests on this con-
struction. Since the capitalists would be worse off and thus have a dimin-
ished capacity to act by the elimination of private property, they have an
objective interest in the reproduction of capitalist relations. The working
class, by contrast, would be better off in a society in which “each worker
receives his or her per capita share of society’s total productive assets.”*
This class, therefore, has an objective interest in changing society in this
direction. It also has an objective interest in the abolition of skill and
organizational differentials. The opponents of the working class in this
respect are the new middle classes, who have an objective interest in
maintaining these differentials. On the other hand—and this character-
izes their contradictory location—they share the workers’ interest in the
elimination of private ownership of the means of production.*’

In sum, capitalists have an objective interest in capitalism; the new
middle classes seem to have an objective interest in a mode of pro-
duction resembling “actually existing socialism,” which Wright calls
“statism”;** and the working class has an objective interest in what
Marxism traditionally describes as full communism, that is, a society
characterized by “radical democratic control over the physical and

43. Ibid., p. 87.

44, Ibid., p. 182. For present purposes, it is sufficient to distinguish between capital-
ists, the middle class, and the working class. It should be mentioned, however, that Wright
in his detailed investigation develops a map of seven or even twelve classes. The seven
classes are employers, petty bourgeois, managers, supervisors, non-managerial experts,
skilled workers, and workers.

45. J.E. Roemer, A General Theory of Exploitation and Class (Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press, 1982), p. 194.

46. Ibid., p. 69.

47. For this argument, see ibid., pp. 68-70, 285.

48, Wright does not say this explicitly, but it can be deduced from his argument.
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organizational resources used in production.”* And according to
Roemer and Wright, it is the prospect of hypothetically feasible alter-
native modes of production in which the exploited would be better off
that makes the labor transfers from labor to capital and from the work-
ing class to the new middle classes exploitative, for “it only makes sense
to talk about exploitation if the exploited would be better off in the
absence of exploitation.”™® And precisely because the exploitation-
centered approach “contains within itself the notion of alternative forms
of society,” the concept of class based on the theory of exploitation “has
a particularly sustained critical character.”>"

Hypothetically Feasible Alternatives as the Basis of Critical
Science?

Before trying to answer this question, I will briefly comment on certain
features of Wright’s (and Roemer’s) theory of exploitation that are not
directly related to the problems in the critical science Wright intends to
develop.

First, Roemer’s and Wright’s concept of exploitation is a purely
quantitative one that refers to the unequal distribution of income by
labor transfers. According to this theory, capitalist exploitation is
nothing more than a special case of the general concept. This, however,
is questionable; capitalist exploitation is much more than the enrichment
of one class through the labor of another class. And the picture of the
struggle between labor and capital drawn by Roemer as a “class struggle
between poor workers and rich capitalists” seems unrealistic—even as a
model.’? Aiming at analytic relevance should at least imply that models
pretend to say something about reality. And this is possible only when
the models are not fictitious but consciously idealized constructions of
reality.

Capitalist exploitation is the private appropriation of the socially
produced surplus in which use is determined by production for profit. It
intrinsically involves a dynamic relationship between the exploiters and
the exploited. Roemer and Wright disregard this specificity and offer a
theory in which capitalist, skill, and organizational exploitation are
equally relevant to the concept of class structure. With this concept of

49. Classes, p. 287.

50. Ibid., p. 68.

51. Chapter 1 above, p. 42,

52. J.E. Roemer, “New Directions in the Marxian Theory of Exploitation and Class,”
Politics and Society vol. 11, no. 3 (1982), p. 275.
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exploitation, one can strive for the abolition of capitalist income exploit-
ation even within the context of capitalism. The logic of capital would
not necessarily be touched in a democratized capitalism without capi-
talists.

Wright’s arguments for skill exploitation are also not convincing. His
thesis is that “people with scarce skills receive incomes above the costs
of producing those skills.”>® Are these costs a compelling criterion? Is
not productivity that is intensified by qualification a more appropriate
criterion for the valuation of someone’s work and income? In any case,
this question seems to be much more complex than Wright suggests, as
is the connection between exploitation and class structure. There are
many forms and degrees of exploitation, of enrichment by the labor of
others. And we would have multifarious classes if all exploitative
relations constituted class relations. But which exploitative relations
constitute class relations and which do not? Wright does not provide any
clearcut criterion here.

Further, I doubt that a domination-centered approach “weakens the
link between the analysis of class locations and the analysis of objective
interests.” The human capacity to act is restricted as much by domin-
ation as by exploitation. If the concept of objective interests is viable, the
oppressed have an objective interest in changing their situation. Wright
seems unaware of the arbitrariness of any theory of class structure. The
differentiation of wage labor does not involve any objective classi-
ficatory criterion. And where society does not provide such a criterion
by itself, we have to make a substantiated choice. But this choice is
always governed by our analytical objectives.

I question, finally, the idea that exploitation can be determined as
exploitation only in the light of a “hypothetically feasible” alternative. If
there is no such alternative, Roemer and Wright argue, exploitation has
to be considered necessary. I think that this is wrong because the social
conditions that possibly make exploitation necessary for the moment are
never fixed once and for all. And since all social arrangements are in
principle changeable, each definition of social reality potentially contains
a hypothetically feasible alternative. Thus, hypothetical feasibility is not
a specific classification criterion at all. Moreover, people first define
their social situation and value it as worth maintaining or changing. Only
after this—however preliminary—judgment do they think about the
actual, not the hypothetical, feasibility of change.

But, and this is the central question of this section, does the criterion

53. Classes, p. 70.
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of hypothetically feasible alternatives justify the thesis that the
exploitation-centered approach “contains within itself the notion of
alternative forms of society” and that it, therefore, “has a particularly
sustained critical character”? Is it possible that an imaginary criterion, “a
construction of thought experiment,”** provides the basis for a critical
social science? How? Would it not be necessary that the alternative be
truly feasible? Roemer and Wright do not answer these questions.
Roemer concedes that the abolition of capitalism “will alter institutions
and incentives in such a way as to make the exploited agents worse off
instead of better off,”> whereas Wright’s argument is not consistent. On
the one hand he adheres to the concept of (only) hypothetically feasible
alternatives, and on the other hand he characterizes the “possibilities for
transformation” of capitalism as “immanent” possibilities of the “given
society.”

In any case, the meaning of socialism or communism that is central in
this respect remains unclear. What is needed is an elaboration of the
concrete possibilities and difficulties of the transformation toward a
democratically organized society in which exploitation would be elim-
inated or at least radically reduced and in which other capitalist excesses
like waste and environmental damage would disappear. How to avoid an
all-embracing bureaucratization, how to combine democracy and
efficiency, and how to combine the market with planning—these are
some of the questions that have to be discussed in the light of the experi-
ences of actually existing socialism. Only such a discussion, which would
extend far beyond a discussion of the problem of incentives,’” could
sustain the particularly critical character of Marxism.

Objective Class Interests: A Viable Concept?

Is it possible to infer objective interests from class structure? What
makes interests objective? Without going into an epistemological
discussion about the notion of objectivity, there are two principal possi-
bilities: objective interests could be defined (1) as interests that are
objectively imposed on someone, as in the case in Marx’s original
theory; or (2) as the objective purposive rationality that can be deduced
from someone’s situation. The latter is Wright’s version of objective
interests. “If workers had a scientific understanding of the contradictions

54. Cf. A. Carling, “Rational Choice Marxism,” New Left Review no. 160 (1986),
p- 50. :

55. Roemer, General Theory of Exploitation, p. 241.

56. Chapter 1 above, p. 42.

57. Wright, Classes, pp. 120~21.
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of capitalism” he once wrote, “they would in fact engage in struggles for
socialism.”>® The rationalistic construction of objective interests is bound
to some fundamental premiss. The objectivity of objective interests
understood as objective rationality, then, depends on: (1) the validity of
the premiss; (2) whether the premiss is without rivals; and (3) the
possibility of realizing the deduced rational interests.

Wright’s premiss is that people have an objective interest in increas-
ing their capacity to act. I do not know whether this is an interest at all.
But I will accept Wright's assumption as a premiss of critical social
science because there is some indication that the interest to increase the
capacity to act is an inherent aspect of the motives of human action. One
can, however, construct other, and what is more important, conflicting
premisses; for example, the tendency of people to reduce or at least to
minimize risk. This interest seems to me as fundamental as the interest in
increasing the capacity to act. And since the attempt fo increase the
capacity to act carries with it the risk that one may become worse off, it
no longer makes sense to infer objective interests from this premiss. The
very notion of “increase” becomes relative and conditional. Interests, or
to be more exact, “instrumental interests,”* lose their logical contours in
the context of complex configurations of premisses. Their determination,
then—supposing it is rational—becomes a practical problem in which
people have to weigh several factors.

This problem is much more difficult when we realize that people are
not only workers, skill exploiters, or capitalists, but also individual
assembly-line workers, electricians, supervisors, teachers, technical
experts, or managers. Wright restricts his concept of contradictory
objective interests to the middle class, that is, to those wage-eamers
occupying a contradictory class location But why not extend this
concept to all wage-earners, except perhaps the top managers? If
increasing the capacity to act is the premiss or the fundamental interest
and if rationality is the criterion for defining objective instrumental
interests, why then should we deny the assembly-line worker an objec-
tive interest in becoming a supervisor or technical expert? Thus, he or
she also has contradictory interests. And these interests may become
even more contradictory when gender and age as well as specific

58. E.O. Wright, Class, Crisis, and the State (London: Verso, 1978), p. 89.

59. Allhough interests are always bound to preceding premisses, it is perhaps useful to
distinguish belween intrinsic or fundamental interests, which can be considered premisses of
human aclion, and instrumenlal interests. Wright made this distinclion in his paper
“Agency and Class Interests,” which was presented to 1he Colloquium on Class Formation
in Paris, September 1982. The interest in increasing the capacity to act, then, is a funda-
mental interesl; lhe workers’ interest in socialism an instrumental interest.



152 THE DEBATE ON CLASSES

personal conditions are taken into consideration. Does it make sense to
stress the objectivity of all rational interests that can be deduced from
someone’s social and economic locations, when these interests are
contradictory? And, moreover, does it make sense to talk about the
objective interest of the working class in socialism, when the chances and
possibilities for realizing people’s fundamental interests are tenuous in
socialism? It may be possible to construct an objective interest in a better
world or even in paradise. The concretization of these abstract interests,
however, is a matter of historical subjectivity and struggle.

Against this background socialists and critical social scientists are not
justified in speaking of an objective interest of the working class in
socialism. And if there is no objective interest in socialism, the concept
of class consciousness loses its raison d’étre. The only thing critical social
science can do is to offer an interest in socialism as a possible rationality
worthy of discussion. The feasibility of an efficient, nonbureaucratic, and
nonrepressive socialism, in which the people’s capacity to act would
increase, however, would have to be shown. And in this respect Wright
and most Marxists have nothing to tell us.

Conclusion

The relevance of class structure is more limited than Wright assumes.
Class structure is certainly an important, and moreover, as in the case of
labor and capital, a specific base of political articulation. Knowledge of
it should be part of the basic knowledge of social science. The starting
point of the analysis of the class structure of capitalist society should be
the overlap of economic polarization and fragmentation. The inevitable
subdivision of the overly abstract class of wage-earners into working
class(es) and middle class(es) is determined not just by objective criteria
like income. The lines of class demarcation are also always determined
by the purpose of the analysis, and therefore they are to a certain extent
arbitrary.

The analysis of class structure can be used neither for the determin-
ation of “take-off areas” of teleological historical processes nor for the
determination of objective rational interests, and it is not the basis of
critical social science. Qur society is, among other attributes, a capitalist,
industrial, patriarchal, racist, and bureaucratic society, and it is
organized in nation-states. To all these dimensions of reality correspond
different social-scientific points of departure. Capitalism refers to the
most basic dimension of our society, and the dynamics of capitalism
initiate its historically unique development. But this does not devalue the
other dimensions of reality as autonomous points of departure. Critical
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social science does not have a “natural” addressee. This, in conjunction
with the failure of all attempts to provide an objective or emphatically
“scientific” base for the critique of society, necessitates a more modest
assessment of critical social science.®

60. After spending more than a decade on the development of an objective, normative
criterion of social critique, even Jirgen Habermas adjusted his theory in his monumental
Theorie des kommunikativen Handelns (Frankfurt a/Main: Suhrkamp, 1981). One can
only try to make norms “plausible,” he writes (vol. I, p. 199). See pp. 132-33, 417.
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NEW DIRECTIONS IN CLASS
ANALYSIS

Val Burris

Among Marxist theorists, the class position of salaried managers and
professionals has been the focus of long and heated controversy. The
reasons for this preoccupation are not hard to identify. As salaried pro-
fessionals, most theorists are themselves members of this group. Their
concern has thus been motivated by an interest in self-understanding, if
not by an inflated sense of their own importance. Apart from this is the
genuine ambiguity of these positions. Given their heterogeneous compo-
sition, salaried managers and professionals pose some of the most diffi-
cult problems for the classification of persons according to their place
within the social relations of capitalist production. Disagreements over
the nature of the class structure have therefore focused on this stratum.
Finally, because of their increasing numbers relative to other occu-
pational groups, salaried managers and professionals have figured
prominently in speculation regarding the transformation of the class
structure. Critiques of earlier theories of class and projections of the
future of class society have therefore placed salaried managers and
professionals at the center of attention.'

*This was originally held as a panel, coordinated by Rhonda Levine, at the 1987 annual
meeting of the American Sociological Association.

1. M. Oppenheimer, White Collar Politics (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1983),
pp.- 45-84; V. Burris, “The Discovery of the New Middle Class,” Theory and Society,
vol. 15, no. 3 (1986), pp. 317-49.
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Recent attempts to clarify the class location of salaried managers and
professionals have generally found the traditional Marxist definition of
class (ownership versus nonownership of the means of production) an
insufficient criterion for the assignment of class positions. By this cri-
terion, wage and salary workers at all levels would be defined as
proletarians—a view that does not square easily with the distinctive
social characteristics and political behavior of the more privileged
strata of salaried employees. Contemporary Marxists have therefore
proposed alternative criteria by which to locate these positions within
the class structure and clarify their relationship to both the capitalist and
working classes.

One of the most provocative and far-reaching of such attempts to
reformulate the Marxist conception of class is that presented by Erik
Olin Wright in his book Classes.? In this brief presentation, I wish to
comment upon what [ see as the strengths and weaknesses of this new
formulation and to situate it in relation to a variety of alternative
perspectives. At the outset I should say that this is an impressive book.
Wright tackles the most complex issues and presents them in a fashion
that is unequaled for its clarity and precision. He is not afraid to alter his
previously stated positions, and he openly acknowledges and explores
the problematic aspects of his own arguments. While 1 am generally
critical of Wright’s new perspective, these positive qualities should not
be forgotten during the comments that follow.

The Theory of Contradictory Class Locations

To understand the reasoning behind Wright’s new conception of class
structure, we must begin with his earlier theory of contradictory class
locations—the theory which guided his work prior to the publication of
Classes. Wright’s theory of contradictory class locations is one variant of
a more general strategy for the analysis of intermediate classes in capi-
talist society. I shall refer to this as the “Marxist-structuralist” approach
to class analysis. What is common to the different variants of this
approach is the notion that the capital-labor relation—the basic class
relation of capitalist society—is not a unitary relation, but the articu-
lation of several component relations. As the correspondence between
these component relations is less than perfect, the possibility exists for
class locations which simultaneously occupy a superordinate position on
one dimension of the capital-labor relation and a subordinate position

2. E.O. Wright, Classes (London: Verso, 1985).
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on others. These locations, combining characteristics of the proletariat
and the bourgeoisie, are interpreted as an intermediate class or stratum
within capitalist society.

Carchedi, Poulantzas, and Wright present three variants of this
approach. Carchedi distinguishes between the ownership and functional
aspects of the capital-labor relation.® Positions which are subordinate
from the standpoint of ownership, but nevertheless participate in the
function of capital (which Carchedi defines as the control and sur-
veillance of the labor process) are classified as belonging to the “new
middle class.” Poulantzas decomposes the capital-labor relation into
three components: its economic aspect (productive versus unproductive
labor), its political aspect (supervision versus nonsupervision), and its
ideological aspect (mental versus manual labor).* He argues that wage-
and salary earners who occupy a superordinate position on any of these
three dimensions should be excluded from the proletariat and classified
as part of what he calls the “new petty bourgeoisie.” Wright in his earlier
theory, decomposed the rights and functions of capital into their owner-
ship aspect (control over investments and resource allocation) and what
he referred to as the relations of “possession”—that is, day-to-day
control over the physical means of production and the labor process.®
Salaried employees who do not own the means of production, but
nevertheless retain significant powers of possession (either as managers
or as semiautonomous experts), were classified by Wright as occupants
of “contradictory class locations.” Such positions, Wright argued, belong
neither to the proletariat nor the bourgeoisie, but are objectively torn
between opposing class positions. What was distinctive about Wright’s
contribution to this debate was (1) his coining of the felicitous term
“contradictory class locations” to capture the nature of these positions,
and (2) his claim that these positions did not constitute a discrete class
as much as a heterogeneous stratum, of which two main clusters
(managers and experts) could be distinguished.

Various criticisms have been raised against this approach to the
analysis of intermediate class positions. First, we may note a number of
objections to the specific criteria of class position given by different
theorists. Generally speaking, most critics have found Poulantzas’s
definition of the nonproletarian pole of class relations to be too broad,
resulting in an overly restricted notion of the working class. Conversely,
Carchedi has been criticized for defining the functions of capital too

3. G. Carchedi, The Economic Definition of Social Classes (London: Routledge and
Kegan Paul, 1977.

4. N. Poulantzas, Classes in Contemporary Capitalism (London: Verso, 1975).

5. E.O. Wright, Class, Crisis and the State (London: Verso, 1978).
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narrowly, ignoring the nonsupervisory aspects of capitalists’ domination
over workers, and thereby underestimating the dimensions of the new
middle class. Wright’s model has been better received, although some
critics have questioned the emphasis it places upon abstract class struc-
tures as opposed to concrete class subjects, and the appropriateness of
the autonomy criterion by which Wright defines the class location of
salaried experts.

At a more general level, two kinds of criticisms have been leveled.
First, questions have been raised about the importance that these models
attach to authority relations in the identification and analysis of inter-
mediate class locations. Weberians like Parkin have interpreted this as
a tacit acceptance of the Weberian premisses of the independent
importance of power and domination as bases of social cleavage, in
contrast to the traditional Marxist emphasis on relations of property and
exploitation.® Wright, in his new book, takes this criticism to heart, argu-
ing that relations of property and exploitation have indeed been pushed
to the background in recent Marxist analyses of the class structure. In a
self-criticism of his own former position, he now maintains that it was an
error to attempt to solve the problem of intermediate classes by incor-
porating relations of domination into the Marxist definition of class.
From a Marxist standpoint, Wright argues, the introduction of such class
criteria as the exercise of supervisory authority or autonomy from super-
vision creates two types of problems. First, such relations do not, in and
of themselves, imply any necessary asymmetry of class interests. Second,
incorporating relations of domination and subordination into the defin-
ition of class obscures the distinctiveness of class oppression by placing it
on the same plane as numerous other forms of domination—sexual,
racial, national, etc. This renders problematic the basic Marxist claim of
the explanatory primacy of class relations in the analysis of social
conflict and change.

A second general criticism of this approach is that it is focused too
narrowly on the immediate production process and ignores other
important dimensions of class relations. Weberians have been especially
critical of the tendency of Marxists like Wright to treat market relations
and distributive conflicts as mere epiphenomena. Theorists like
Giddens, Parkin, and Collins have argued that the class position of
salaried managers and professionals can be better understood from the
standpoint of distributive relations and have proposed a variety of

6. F. Parkin, Marxism and Class Theory: A Bourgeois Critique (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1979).
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models in which skills and credentials are seen as the defining character-
istics of intermediate classes.’

Wright’s New Model of Class Structure

The new conception of class structure proposed by Wright in Classes
can be seen as a response to these two general lines of criticism. His
objective, in a nutshell, is to reconceptualize both authority and market
relations and incorporate them in the definition of class in a manner
which preserves the centrality of the Marxist concept of exploitation. To
this end, Wright now argues that class must be conceived exclusively as
an ownership relationship, rather than a complex unity of ownership and
domination relations. Building on the work of Roemer, he maintains
that exploitation is essentially a product of the unequal distribution of
property rights in the means of production.® Relations of domination
and subordination may enhance or reinforce such exploitation, but they
are basically incidental to its operation.

As far as salaried managers and professionals are concerned, the key
conceptual shift in Wright’s new model can be described as follows.
Whereas previously he conceptualized capitalist relations of exploitation
as a complex articulation of ownership and domination (control)
relations and identified intermediate strata by their contradictory
position on different aspects of this mode of exploitation, he now
dispenses with domination relations, reduces exploitation to a property
relation, and argues that intermediate strata are distinguished by their
contradictory positions on different modes of exploitation. The
dominant form of exploitation in capitalist society, Wright argues, is that
based on the private ownership of the material means of production, but
there are also subsidiary forms of exploitation which derive from the
unequal distribution of other productive assets. One such asset is skills—
especially those whose supply is artificially restricted by credentials. A
second is what Wright calls “organization assets,” by which he means
control over the conditions for the coordination of labor. Within this
framework, salaried intermediaries are distinguished from the proletariat
by their ownership of one or the other (or both) of these subsidiary

7. A. Giddens, The Class Structure of the Advanced Societies (New York: Harper and
Row, 1973); Parkin, Marxism and Class Theory; R. Collins, The Credential Society (New
York: Academic Press, 1979).

8. J. Roemer, A General Theory of Exploitation and Class (Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press, 1982).
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assets. Such differentials in skill and organization assets, Wright argues,
enable them to exploit the labor of other workers, even as they them-
selves are exploited by capitalists.

This new theory of class structure has obvious continuities with
Wright's earlier theory of contradictory class locations. The class
location of salaried intermediaries can still be viewed as “contradictory”
in the sense that they occupy both dominant and subordinate positions
on different criteria of class position. What is different is the claim that
these criteria represent different modes of exploitation, not just different
aspects of a single, complex mode of exploitation. Descriptively the new
theory also yields roughly equivalent class groupings. On the boundaries
of the working class stand two kinds of contradictory class locations.
The first are salaried managers, which Wright now distinguishes by their
ownership of organization assets rather than by their control over the
physical means of production and the labor of others. Second are non-
supervisory experts, which Wright once distinguished by their
autonomy, but now argues are distinguished by their ownership of skill
assefts.

At first glance, this reformulation would seem to answer the two main
criticisms outlined earlier. First, it dispenses with the problematic
(allegedly Weberian) notion of domination as a criterion of class
position. This reaffirms the distinctiveness of the Marxist concept of
class and, according to Wright, enables him to specify the interests of
intermediate classes more clearly. Their interests both within capitalism
and with respect to various noncapitalist alternatives can now be
analyzed, he says, in terms of their “material optimizing strategies given
the specific kinds of assets they own/control”.” Second, it broadens the
Marxist definition of class beyond the narrow confines of the production
process to encompass those market relations, such as skill differentials
and credential-based privilege, that were previously the exclusive
purview of Weberian theory.

Should we then accept this new formulation of the Marxist concept of
class? I think not. As I shall argue shortly, Wright’s resolution of the
twin problems of his previous model of class is accomplished mainly by
definitional fiat, and his reassertion of the primacy of exploitation is
achieved only by embracing a manifestly untenable notion of the nature
of exploitation in capitalist society.

Consider first Wright’s concept of “organization assets” as a basis of
exploitation. Wright argues that the coordination of the technical
division of labor is itself a source of productivity. This is plausible. He

9. Wright, Classes, p. 91.



NEW DIRECTIONS IN CLASS ANALYSIS 163

further argues that organization can therefore be viewed as a productive
asset which is controlled by managers and which enables them to exploit
the labor of those who are without such assets. This claim is much more
dubious. In what sense can organization be treated as an “asset” akin to
property or skills? Wright admits that the asset of organization cannot
be owned in the same way as property or skills; it has no existence apart
from the positions within which it is exercised and cannot be transferred
by its owner from one use to another. The ownership of organization
assets is therefore indistinguishable from the exercise of hierarchical
authority. Operationally, the two concepts identify identical class group-
ings. What then is gained by redefining the exercise of hierarchical
authority as the ownership of organizational assets?

The crucial difference, it seems to me, is that the first view treats
authority over the production process as a relation of domination which
is ultimately subordinate to capitalist property ownership, while the
latter defines it as a separate kind of property relation. From the stand-
point of class interests, the first view interprets the privileges of
managers as a dividend which they reap because of their strategic
importance to the process of capitalist exploitation, while the latter
treats them as the fruits of a form of exploitation which is independent
of (and potentially antagonistic to) capitalist exploitation. The latter
perspective, in my opinion, is problematic for at least two reasons. First,
it posits a degree of conflict between capitalists and managers, which is
in striking contrast to their actual political behavior. Second, it assumes
that the economic returns to managerial status exist mainly because of
the contribution of managers to productivity—a one-sided view which
downplays the unproductive role of managers in enforcing the extraction
of surplus.

Wright's concept of skill-based exploitation poses similar problems.
As with exploitation based on organization assets, Wright maintains that
the rewards accruing to credentialed employees reflect the greater
contribution of more skilled employees to the total social product. This
is similar to the argument of “human capital” theory, and there is
unquestionably a partial truth to this proposition. But Wright’s whole-
sale acceptance of this view ignores a wealth of empirical evidence
demonstrating the tenuousness of the relationship between credentials
and productivity or between productivity and market rewards.'? On this
question, the more cynical outlook of those Weberians like Parkin and
Collins, who see credentials as an essentially arbitrary political/
ideological mechanism for restricting market opportunities, while one-

10. S. Bowles and H. Gintis, Schooling in Capitalist America (New York: Basic
Books, 1976).
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sided in its own way, nevertheless captures a truth that is missing in
Wright’s analysis."

Wright’s claim that credential exploitation can be viewed as inde-
pendent of capitalist exploitation is also questionable. Credentials (or the
lack thereof) are certainly important as a mechanism mediating between
class positions as “empty places” within the social division of labor and
social classes as concrete collectivities with a degree of intergenerational
continuity. They may also serve as a barrier that reduces the exploitation
of certain salaried occupations below what it would be otherwise,
although I think this can easily be exaggerated. But, as any Ph D who
has driven a cab for a living can attest, credentials are basically valueless
unless they provide entry into occupational positions that entail strategic
responsibilities, are not easily rationalized, and therefore command
special compensation. The nature and distribution of such positions is
certainly influenced by the structure of labor markets, but is it also and
more fundamentally conditioned by the powers and interests invested in
the private ownership of the means of production. The precariousness
and dependent status of skill-based privilege is demonstrated nowhere
more clearly than when the interests of capital dictate the deskilling of
once privileged occupations as a means of increasing the rate of exploit-
ation.

Like his redefinition of hierarchical authority as the ownership of
organization assets, Wright's concept of skill-based exploitation is
intended to appropriate for Marxism the conceptual terrain of Weberian
theory, without abandoning the fundamental principles (as he under-
stands them) of a Marxist perspective. Once again, however, this is
achieved mainly by definitional fiat. Concerned to establish the Marxist
pedigree of his new perspective, Wright argues that Weberians treat
skills and credentials from a “culturalist” standpoint (that is, in terms of
the meaning systems that shape social action), whereas he conceptual-
izes them from a “materialist” standpoint (that is, in terms of objective
patterns of exploitation that exist independently of the subjective states
of actors). This, I believe, is both a caricature of the Weberian per-
spective and an undue restriction on the kinds of analysis that can
properly be called “Marxist.” As Marxists themselves have shown, what
passes for skill in a given society or what is certified by credentials is
very much a social construction and therefore dependent upon the
subjective states of actors.'?

11. Parkin, Marxism and Class Theory; Collins, The Credential Society.
12. Bowles and ginlis, Schooling in Capitalist America; M.S. Larson, The Rise of
Professionalism (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1977).
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Conclusion

As these comments are intended to be of an exploratory character, I
shall not attempt to present a full-blown alternative theory of class that
addresses all of the problems touched upon above.!® I would, however,
like to offer some suggestions about what I think might be some more
promising directions for theoretical development. First, let me say that I
think that Wright’s attempt to refocus our attention on the concept of
exploitation is entirely appropriate, and indeed is the most important
theoretical contribution of the book. If the Marxist concept of class has
anything distinctive to offer to the analysis of social cleavage in capitalist
society it is certainly the notion that material interests rooted in relations
of exploitation define the fault lines along which epochal struggles for
social transformation take place. Moreover, it must be admitted that
continuing controversies over Marx’s labor theory of value raise numer-
ous questions regarding the traditional Marxist concept of exploitation
and call for renewed theoretical work in this area.' I would strongly
reject the proposition, however, that Roemer’s game-theoretical concept
of exploitation offers a fruitful starting point for such efforts. More
promising, I would argue, is an open and unashamed attempt to explore
the possibilities for rapprochement between Marxist class analysis and
the more materialist versions of Weberian theory.!’ This, I believe, is
what Wright is surreptitiously doing in his new book, despite his best
efforts to cover his tracks with strained redefinitions of familiar
Weberian concepts.

In my opinion, Roemer’s concept of exploitation is deficient for at
least two reasons. First, it is based on a wholly inappropriate form of
abstraction—inappropriate in the sense that it abstracts away from not
merely contingent, but absolutely fundamental, aspects of exploitation
as it actually occurs in capitalist society. Like the deductive models of
neoclassical economics, Roemer’s method disregards what is historically
specific about capitalist society and focuses on formal, ahistorical
similarities. Second, his method of conceptualizing exploitation is
entirely arbitrary in that it is possible to posit the existence of diverse
forms of exploitation on the basis of thought experiments that are
constrained only by the imagination of the theorist (for an elaboration of

13. See V. Burris, “Class Structure and Political Ideology,” The Insurgent Sociologist,
vol. 14, no. 2 (1987), pp. 5-46.

14. See 1. Steedman et al., The Value Controversy (London: Verso, 1981).

15. See V. Burris, “The Neo-Marxist Synthesis of Marx and Weber on Class,” in N.
Wiley (ed.), The Marx- Weber Debate (Newbury Park, Calif.: Sage Publications, 1987).
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these criticisms, see Kieve and Carchedi).'

In opposition to Roemer and Wright, 1 would insist that capitalist
relations of exploitation cannot be specified independently of the
relations of domination through which they are maintained and repro-
duced. Neither can they be specified independently of certain market
relations that are essential to the appropriation of surplus, but which are
not entirely given by the structure of ownership and production
relations. Most basically, for capitalist exploitation to take place,
workers must be subjected to competition from a reserve army of labor
to drive down the value of their labor power, and jobs must be rational-
ized and/or subjected to surveillance in order to ensure that the labor
expended exceeds the value of the wage. Whatever one might hypothe-
size as possible in the Robinson Crusoe world of Roemer’s thought
experiments, neither of these conditions are incidental to the process of
exploitation as it actually occurs in capitalist society.

If class positions are to be defined according to their place within the
process of exploitation, then it follows that they must be specified by a
combination of ownership, authority, and market relations. I think one
is justified to treat the ownership element as the dominant relation
within this ensemble and the one which gives coherence to the overall
process of exploitation. This I take to be the basic premiss of 2 Marxist
theory of class. The difficult task is to bring these elements together in a
manner which recognizes the specificity of authority and market
relations, while also grasping their dependence upon the relations
governing the allocation of the material means of production—that is,
capitalist property ownership. The more one-sided versions of Marxist
theory err by ignoring this specificity and treating authority and market
relations as epiphenomena. Weberians, on the other hand, grasp the
distinctiveness and practical importance of authority and market
relations, but theorize these in a manner that exaggerates their
autonomy from ownership relations. Wright's error, I believe, is that
while sensing the importance of authority and market relations for class
analysis, but still wishing to be loyal to what he considers to be the
fundamentals of Marxist theory, he has attempted to force these
relations into the conceptual straitjacket of property ownership which
seriously distorts his understanding of their operation. In a perverse way,
he rejects what is most valuable in Weberian theory (the specificity of
authority and market relations and their importance for the concrete

16. R.A. Kieve, “From Necessary Hlusion to Rational Choice?,” Theory and Society,
vol. 15 (1986), pp. 557-82; G. Carchedi, “Classes and Class Analysis,” Chapter 3 above.
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experience and behavior of class subjects) in order to embrace what is
most problematic (a multidimensional model of separate and inde-
pendent bases of exploitation).

If space allowed, I believe I could demonstrate an exactly parallel
tendency on the part of certain Weberian theorists to force Marxist
concepts into a restricted Weberian framework—for example in
Dahrendorf’s attempt to reduce all class relations to authority relations
or Parkin’s claim that capitalist property ownership can be reconceptual-
ized as merely another form of market closure.!” But that will have to be
the subject of another paper.

I recognize that these arguments leave some of the problems that
motivated Wright’s new theory unresolved. Seeking to incorporate
authority and market relations within the Marxist concept of class does
indeed complicate the analysis of class interests and undermine some of
the traditional arguments for the primacy of class. Nevertheless, I
believe that it is better to confront these problems at an empirical level
than to sweep them under a theoretical rug. If the perspective I have
advanced means that the material interests of intermediate classes are
less clear-cut than they might appear if classes were defined exclusively
by property ownership, then I say that this is but a reflection of the
complexity of the contemporary class structure. And, if it means that the
Marxist concept of class is less radically distinct from other bases of
privilege, such as race or nation, then I say that this is to be welcomed,
for it may help to overcome the persistent difficulties Marxists have had
in applying their conceptual framework to these important issues.

17. R. Dahrendorf, Class and Class Conflict in Industrial Society (Stanford, Calif.:
Stanford University Press, 1959); Parkin, Marxism and Class Theory.



EDUCATION, EXPLOITATION, AND
CLASS CONSCIOUSNESS

Arthur Stinchcombe

By p. 135 in Erik Wright's book Classes, we have not yet confronted
any data, nor any particular societies, socialist or capitalist, any
subgroups of workers known by common names like “plumbers” rather
than by a series of minuses and pluses in a conceptual table.! Even then,
the first table is twenty-nine pages later, p. 164. For an old-fashioned
positivist like me, that’s a long time without contact with the world, with
a flow of facts of some kind. So I will start my comments at the wrong
end of the book, with the first big results in the empirical chapters.

The big result in Chapters 5-7, is, I believe, the direct complement of
the first big finding that established Wright’s reputation. That finding
was that class position (relations of ownership of the means of pro-
duction or authority over labor power), added explanatory power to
education and occupation that were the staple of the status attainment
literature. The principal result of the tables in Chapters 5-7 is that edu-
cation adds explanatory power to all sorts of class position definitions.

It might seem, if Wright did not write 164 pages first, that this means
that the correct position is a little of this, a little of that: a little Marxism,
a little “social stratification.” So what Wright has to show in the first part
of the book is that there is 2 good argument that the superior returns to
education in various kinds of societies are exploitative. He ends up
doing that by claiming that the main returns are to credentials, not to
any difference in competence that education makes.

Although Wright relies on Roemer for an extended definition of
exploitation, this is not the position that Roemer took in his work.? Even
if there were truly superior productivity of people with increased edu-
cation, Roemer would regard their having to work less for a given
standard of living, or to work the same for a higher living standard, as
exploitation. Further, if education is only a certification system which
functions as a gigantic IQ test, and if IQ increases productivity, then
Roemer would still regard the resulting greater income of people with
college degrees as exploitation. So agreeing that higher education of,

1. E.O. Wright, Classes (London: Verso, 1985).
2. J. Roemer, A General Theory of Exploitation and Class (Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press, 1982).
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say, college professors are exploitative does not depend on the argument
that the returns to education or IQ are pure monopoly earnings, earned
only by keeping other people out of the job.

It seems to me to be a good socialist position that people should not
be able to live better than others because they are smarter, or just
because we as a society create positions in which they can live the life
required to learn to be truly productive. Roemer argues that one can
(and should) construct a definition of exploitation in which income or
leisure advantages both of brightness, and of the opportunity to learn to
be more highly productive than others, is exploitative. This distinguishes
Roemer, and perhaps Marxism, from the position of the Fabian socialist
George Bernard Shaw who argues that it is acceptable even under
socialism for talent to eam exceptional rewards. Wright, while not
agreeing with Shaw’s position, also seems to want not to take Roemer’s
position. For Wright, the exploitative position of educated people is a
position of credential monopoly. I am not willing to allow him that
rhetorical advantage for this book, because I would like to take away the
economic privileges that go with the genetic advantages in productivity
as well.

But to return to those 135 to 164 pages before letting us look at the
data. It takes a lot of talk to get us to forget that the relation of edu-
cation to economic success and even class consciousness was a big find-
ing of bourgeois sociology. If you are given a table on p. 4, with no
complicated theoretical introduction, in which the independent variables
are an index of education, authority, and property relations (p. 150), the
first thing that will pop into your head is W. Lloyd Warner or August
Hollingshead and their index of socioeconomic status. So we have all
those pages to convince us that having many years of education is essen-
tially the same sort of thing as owning the means of production, rather
than the same as having high SES or the same as contributing to status
attainment.

How does it come about that education is as closely related to
working-class consciousness as ownership of the means of production or
authority in the workplace, in both the United States and Sweden? This
does seem to me to be a central thing we need to explain. We might
possibly explain the higher incomes of people with higher education by
their higher productivities. But here we have a general scale of attitudes
that clearly poses a series of questions about working class invasion
of managerial and ownership prerogatives (the six attitude questions
are given in notes on p. 263), and we find that even controlling
for managerial and ownership position, educated people are a lot
more - conservative, less working-class conscious, than uneducated
people.
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It seems to me that showing that one can form a definition of exploit-
ation in which earning more money because of education is exploitative
does not really answer this question. It does seem to me however that
the fact that the educated who are otherwise equal in authority and
ownership do earn more money is likely to be crucial in explaining their
attitudes (and of course their behavior in strikes, their bargaining strate-
gies in the civil service, and so on).

The first explanation I would suggest is that the class conflict in
modern societies is no longer about capitalism but about income distri-
bution. What is distinctive about Swedish social democracy is not that
capitalists earn a lot less than they do elsewhere, but that all the rich
earn much less (especially after taxes, but actually before taxes as well)
than they do elsewhere. The argument then is that, wherever class
conflict was to be found in Marx’s day, it is now to be found in the field
of exchange, not relations of production, and that it now has to do with
income tax rates and social security and health service tax rates and the
sizes of social security pensions for people who earned different
amounts before retirement, and the like.

The reason income does not predict class consciousness as well as
class position is because lifetime earnings are better predicted from class
position than from evanescent variations in last year’s paychecks. To put
it another way, the first explanation is that class conflict today is over
governmental redistribution from the rich to the poor, rather than from
capitalists to workers. Consequently class positions which give people
the notion of where, in the long run, their taxation and pension interests
lie are good predictors of class consciousness. It is not because we teach
experts to be conservative in college, or because they hold precarious
monopolies, that their consciousness is not favorable to the working
class. It is because the working class is today trying to get their incomes,
not their profits.

A second possible explanation I will call “technocratic anti-
anarchism.” Some of the questions by which class consciousness is
measured ask about one’s reaction to workers throwing a wrench in the
works. Managers want things to run well because that is their job, and
capitalists want things to run well because that gives them higher profits
and because disruption is a powerful device for extracting higher wages
and benefits. But perhaps technocrats are natural adherents of what
used to be called in France the “parties of order.” Their higher status is
based on their usefulness in planning things, not on their superiority at
collective bargaining, nor at functioning flexibly in times of disruption
and anarchy. _

A third possibility departs from class analysis altogether, at least as I
understand Wright’s use of class. Bourdieu analyzes the behavior of
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highly educated people, controlling for money capital holdings.? He finds
a great many matters of taste on which the educated differ markedly from
the rich and from the workers. He argues that these matters of taste are
essentially status claims. These status claims are often fairly unsuccessful
in the income market, so I suppose they are oriented toward prestige in
consumption, The educated go for Andy Warhol and Bertholt Brecht
rather than boulevard theatre, for Braque and Goya rather than Renoir
or Watteau, left bank galleries rather than right bank galleries, all of
which distinguish them from the rich. Theatre rather than TV, opera
rather than Tchaikovsky or Bizet, the “Well Tempered Clavier” rather
than “Rhapsody in Blue,” galleries rather than photography, distinguish
the educated from workers. I'm sure the dimensions will sound familiar
everywhere in the Western world. The question is, what do they have to
do with Wright’s measure of class consciousness?

One possibility is that attitude toward trade unions, especially their
seamier, conflict-oriented side, is simply a cultural symbol. I have been
in several countries during times when all the newspapers carried on as if
there were serious class conflict going on, and as far as I could see daily
life was not disturbed except that sometimes business executives and
higher bureaucrats couldn’t get a plane to go to a conference. Nobody
really went cold or withcut electricity because of the long coal strike in
England, for example—at least nobody I am likely to know when I go
there. So what trade unions may be in the life of an educated person is
merely a particularly interesting actor in the drama that we read on the
front pages, a cultural object.

I am reminded of Bernard Beck’s comment when asked why Colonel
North was a hero in the United States: he said it had to do with the
script that was played out on TV. Most Americans disapprove of many
of the things he did, just as they would disapprove of most of the things
John Wayne did on the screen if he did them in real life. But like John
Wayne, Colonel North was cast as a hero in the script, whether or not
you really believe in standing tall and shooting things up. Similarly, the
trade unions and working-class conflict groups in Wright’s questions
may be simply cast as the representatives of low culture in the scripts we
read in the newspaper, even though their low culture in economic
conflict doesn’t win any more economic advantages than, as college
professors, our dignified proof to the dean that our salary is lower than
the average of people of our distinction. So collective bargaining and
class conflict is perhaps a symbol like the “Rhapsody in Blue,” which
educated people reject as “without distinction.”

3. P. Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgment of Taste (Cambridge,
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1984).
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To turn to a more minor matter, I do not think that it was necessary
for Wright to bring up heavy guns of not being able to predict class
consciousness very well to dismiss the silly distinction between
“productive—unproductive” labor. Consider the bank clerk as an “unpro-
ductive” worker. Almost all of us pay a bank clerk to make up the
monthly summary of our checking account, by agreeing to take a lower
rate of interest on checking account money than we could get if we put
what we weren’t going to spend in savings (and carried cash for expendi-
tures), or else simply by paying a fee. If those clerks aren’t being pro-
ductive, why are we willing to pay them to do it for us?

In this case, it is not because we need to have them help us exploit
others. It’'s when we don’t use much bank clerk labor, in the money
market account, that we are exploiting labor in the classical Marxist
sense.

Similarly, a big share of the advertising expense of the beer industry
goes to pay the salaries of baseball or soccer stars. One can doubt
whether baseball stars really communicate a lot to us about the true
qualities of Budweiser without going so far as to argue that they are
unproductive of the amenity of civilized life that we would want to have
in a socialist society.

Of course we may think of buying nationally advertised beers rather
than good old local beers that we used to buy, before TV modernized
baseball, as an inefficient way of taxing us for paying baseball stars’
salaries. But a good part of advertising revenue goes to people who
produce values, on the diamond or pitch, that workers want, and would
want under socialism. So it seems to me that they can’t be considered
“unproductive.”

Baseball stars may not be very working-class conscious (though their
unions have sure done them a lot of good), but that would not be suf-
ficient to show that it is our business to define them as non-productive
because they facilitate the economic concentration of brewers by making
up an attractive background for a beer ad.



A CRITIQUE OF WRIGHT’S THEORY
OF CONTRADICTORY CLASS
LOCATIONS
Peter F. Meiksins

Erik Olin Wright’s Classes is an ambitious book which raises a wide
range of questions for Marxist theory.! The rational-choice model of
exploitation which he adapts from John Roemer’s work has become the
center of a burgeoning controversy.? Wright’s work also is an inter-
vention in the growing debate regarding the relationship between
Marxist and Weberian theories of class.® It will not be possible here to
do justice to the many questions this complex book raises. Instead, this
paper will focus on an aspect of Classes that has, thus far, received rela-
tively little critical discussion: the class “map” which results from
Wright’s new analytical framework.

Like most neo-Marxist class theories, Wright is particularly
concerned to make theoretical sense out of the growing “middle class”
of nonmanual labor in contemporary capitalist societies. In his earlier
work, he argued that many of these strata occupy “contradictory class
locations” that straddle the major classes in capitalist society.® Wright
now rejects the theoretical framework on which this argument was
based. Because it focused on relations of domination rather than
exploitation, his earlier approach tended, in his view, to weaken the link
between the analysis of “class locations” and the analysis of objective
interests (p. 56). It also tended to slide into the “multiple oppressions”
approach to society, in which class appears as merely one among a
variety of social cleavages, none of which is particularly central to the

1. E.O. Wright, Classes (London: Verso, 1985).

2. See A. Carling, “Exploilation, Extortion and Oppression,” Political Studies, vol. 35
(1987), pp. 173-88; G. Carchedi, “Classes and Class Analysis,” chapter 3 above; E.M.
Wood, “Rational Choice Marxism: Is the Game Worth the Candle?,” New Left Review,
no. 177; P. Meiksins, “New Classes and Old Theories: The Impasse of Contemporary
Class Analysis,” in R. Levine and J. Lembcke (eds), Recapturing Marxism: An Appraisal
of Recent Trends in Sociological Theory (New York: Praeger, 1987).

3. See V. Burris, “The Neo-Marxist Synthesis of Marx and Weber on Class,” in N.
Wiley (ed.), The Marx-Weber Debate (Newbury Park, Calif.: Sage Publications, 1987); F.
Parkin, Marxism and Class Theory: A Bourgeois Critique (New York: Columbia University
Press, 1979); P. Meiksins, “Beyond the Boundary Question,” New Left Review, no. 157
(1986), pp. 101-20; Meiksins, “New Classes and Old Theories.”

4. E.O. Wright, Class, Crisis and the State (London: Verso, 1978).
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process of historical development (p. 57). In his new work, he seeks to
overcome these problems by placing the concept of exploitation
squarely in the middle of his analysis.

However, Wright contends that simply “parroting” the basic Marxist
notion that capitalism is built on the exploitation of wage-labor by
capital leaves unanswered many questions about contemporary class
structure. The simple polarization that would seem to be implicit in the
classical Marxist notion of exploitation has not developed. Conse-
quently, “it has become more difficult to sidestep the theoretical
problem of the gap between the abstract polarized concept of class
relations and the complex concrete patterns of class formation and class
struggle” (p. 9). He therefore rejects a “two-class” model of capitalist
society, returning instead to his earlier notion that there is a range of
“contradictory class locations” between the bourgeoisie and the
proletariat.

Two theoretical arguments are central to Wright’s new analysis of
class. First, he argues that it is the dynamics of exploitation that make
certain locations contradictory. Replacing the traditional Marxist
analysis of exploitation with a modified version of John Roemer’s
“rational-choice” model,> he argues that contemporary capitalist
societies embody three distinct modes of exploitation—traditional
capitalist exploitation, rooted in the control of alienable assets; skill
exploitation, rooted in the differential distribution of skills and
credentials; and organization assets, rooted in unequal control over the
structuring of the process of production. These coexisting forms of
exploitation produce a far more complex class structure than Marx
anticipated. In addition to a number of intermediate “class locations” for
each type of exploitation (for instance, petty bourgeois property owners
who are neither exploiters nor exploited), there exists a range of
“locations” which are exploiting along one dimension of exploitation
while exploited along others. For example, managers and supervisors,
although they lack control over alienable assets and may, thus, be said to
be exploited by capitalists, also exploit in the sense that they benefit
from their control over skills and/or organization assets (pp. 86-7).
Wright places particular emphasis on this last type of “contradictory
class location”; just as the bourgeoisie emerged as a contradictory class
location within feudalism, so has the class of managers and bureaucrats
emerged within capitalism as “a principle of class organization which is
quite distinct from capitalism and which potentially poses an alternative

5. J. Roemer, A General Theory of Exploitation and Class (Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press, 1982).
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to capitalist relations” (p. 87).

Second, he insists that a Marxist class analysis which discussed only
class locations would be incomplete. Citing Adam Przeworski and other
neo-Marxist theorists, Wright contends that there is no simple corre-
spondence between class location and actual patterns of class formation:
“The class structure may define the terrain of material interests upon
which attempts at class formation occur, but it does not uniquely deter-
mine the outcomes of those attempts” (p. 123). This is particularly true
of “contradictory class locations,” given the highly complex pattern of
class interests their location in capitalist social structure produces
(p- 124).

Wright’s new analysis of contradictory class locations may be
criticized on at least three grounds. First, questions can be raised about
the redefinition of exploitation on which he bases his argument that
contradictory class locations are contradictory. Second, his contention
that contradictory class locations such as bureaucrats and officials repre-
sent a possible non-proletarian challenge to capitalism may be criticized
on both theoretical and historical grounds. Finally, Wright is unable to
put into practice the notion that there is no simple correspondence
between what he calls “class location” and “class formation.” Indeed,
one can argue that his own analysis of class conflict places him very
close to the position which he is trying to criticize. Ironically, a more
thoroughgoing analysis of the relationship between “class formation”
and “class location” might have led Wright to question the need for a
theory of contradictory class locations. It may well be that a subtle,
historical approach to the development of class conflict, coupled with
the traditional Marxist analysis of exploitation may provide more
insights into the nature of class in contemporary capitalist society.

Exploitation

In referring to various types of non-manual labor as “contradictory class
locations,” Wright is going beyond the mere proposition that certain
types of labor are privileged, or that the category of non-capitalists is
differentiated and disunited. He is asserting that these “locations” are
qualitatively different, in class terms, from the proletariat as it has been
traditionally defined. This assertion is rooted in his insistence that these
groups are, in some sense, exploiters.

The theory of exploitation on which Wright bases this new theory of
“contradictory class locations” represents a fundamental departure from
the traditional Marxist analysis of exploitation.

Wright rejects the traditional Marxist view that exploitation should be
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defined as the appropriation of surplus labor. In its place, he develops a
definition of exploitation in terms of per capita shares of the total social
pie. If an individual or group receives less than their per capita share of
the available social assets, they are economically oppressed. Exploitation
requires that the oppressing class benefit at the expense of the
oppressed, that the welfare of the exploiting class depend upon the work
of the exploited class (p. 75). He goes on to suggest that exploitation
really means appropriation of the fruits of someone else’s labor, or its
equivalent, consuming more than one produces (pp. 75-6). It is the
antagonism inherent in this interdependency that is the foundation of
class and class struggle.

On the basis of this definition, Wright suggests that there is more than
one type of exploitation in capitalist society, as we have already seen. It
is the existence of these multiple exploitations that is the key to “con-
tradictory class locations”, since one can be an exploiter along one
dimension and exploited along another. Wright’s argument, therefore,
stands or falls on whether he can establish that these multiple exploit-
ations exist.

There are a number of theoretical problems with Wright’s analysis of
multiple exploitations, especially his discussion of skill exploitation and
organization asset exploitation. In his discussion of the former, Wright
suggests that credentialed workers benefit at the expense of those who
lack them. Those who possess credentials have artificially restricted the
availability of certain skills, thereby obliging employers to pay them
wages that exceed the value of their “marginal product.” It follows,
therefore, that they are appropriating the labor of someone else (p. 76).
But, is this the case? Wright offers no proof that the holders of
credentials are, in fact, receiving wages in excess of their “value.” He is
dismissive, for example, of the possibility that the skills possessed by
those who have credentials make them more productive, so that they are
entitled to higher wages (p.77). Nor does he demonstrate that
credentials always regulate the supply of labor in such a way as to ensure
that wages are “too high.” Is it not possible that credentials may, at least
at times, keep the market for certain skills from being flooded, prevent-
ing the cheapening of labor below its actual “value”? In other wordes, it is
not at all clear that credentialed workers are necessarily exploiters of the
uncredentialed. Had Wright attempted to analyze the distribution of the
social product in capitalist society, this would have become immediately
obvious. And, if some (or all) of the credentialed are not exploiters, then
their class location may not be different from that of those who lack such
credentials. _

Furthermore, and more fundamentally, Wright’s discussion of skill
passes rather lightly over an important aspect of Marx’s analysis of the
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capitalist labor process. As Marx pointed out, capitalism tends to create
collective labor processes within which groups of workers, not indi-
viduals, are engaged in the production of value and surplus-value.®
Different individuals within the labor process may be more or less highly
rewarded; but, it is the group, not the individual that is exploited. From
Wright’s point of view, the more highly paid portions of the collective
laborer would be viewed as exploiters of those with whom they
“cooperate” in producing surplus-value. Yet, their relationship is a
fundamentally cooperative one whose primary beneficiary is a third
party—the capitalist exploiter. This is obscured by Wright’s willingness
to equate distinctions of skill with the capitalist exploitation of wage-
labor.

Wright’s discussion of organization assets is unsatisfactory in a differ-
ent way. He explicitly includes this concept in his analysis of exploitation
in order to deal with Soviet-type economies (pp. 78-9). Yet, he also
asserts that, under capitalism, one may distinguish organization asset
exploitation from capitalist exploitation. Certain “class locations” may
be exploiters in one sense but not in the other; hence, organization
assets may also be the basis for contradictory class locations.

Most Marxists would concede that those who determine the organiz-
ation of the labor process are probably in the position of being exploiters
of other people’s labor. However, as Carchedi has pointed out, it
is not at all clear that this is in any way distinct, at least under capitalism,
from traditional capitalist exploitation.” Wright is not talking here about
the classical problem of ownership vs control over the means of pro-
duction. Rather, he is talking about the structuring of production itself.
But, if someone controls the means of production, as capitalists do, they
automatically control organization assets. As innumerable examples
from history will show it is rare indeed to find a situation where those
who did not control the means of production could successtfully structure
production in ways opposed by those who did.® And, if control over
organization assets is not distinct from capitalist property, why does
Wright postulate it as a distinct form of exploitation under capitalism?

These are only a few of the possible objections to Wright’s analysis of
multiple exploitations. The central point, however, is that he is not able
to ground his theory of contradictory class locations in a coherent

6. K. Marx, Capital (Harmondsworth: Penguin/NLR, 1976).

7. Carchedi, “Classes and Class Analysis”, above.

8. For example, in the case of the scientific management movement, see P. Meiksins,
“Scientific Management and Class Relations: A Dissenting View,” Theory and Society,
vol. 13 (1984), pp. 177-209, and M. Calvert, The Mechanical Engineer in America,
1830-1910 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press, 1967).
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analysis of exploitation. Consequently, his view that these locations are
qualitatively different in class terms is called into question. He is
certainly correct to point to differences of rank and skill and to note that
these inequalities may become the basis for various forms of social
conflict. But, he gives us no theoretical justification for seeing these
distinctions and conflicts as more than forms of differentiation and
disunity within the polar classes of capitalist society.

New Classes?

In Classes and in his recent collaboration with Bill Martin, Wright adds
a new political wrinkle to his analysis of contradictory class locations.” In
his original argument, the political significance of contradictory locations
lay in their ambiguity, in their being “torn” between the two warring
camps of bourgeoisie and proletariat. This point is retained in Wright’s
new formulation; but he adds to it the suggestion that the development
of multiple exploitations, especially organization asset exploitation, may
signal the rise within capitalism of post-capitalist class relations. In other
words, those contradictory class locations which are exploiters in organ-
ization asset terms may be seen as a kind of proto-class that may
develop into a ruling class in a post-capitalist society (Wright is less sure
that skill exploitation can be seen as the basis for future class relations
(p- 85)). The proletariat, then, may not be the only “gravedigger” of
capitalism, from Wright’s point of view. It will not be possible to
consider all of the implications of this argument, which clearly bear on
the class nature of Soviet-type societies. However, it is important to ask
whether this makes sense as an analysis of capitalist class structure.
Wright’s primary theoretical justification for his argument lies in his
contention that skill exploitation and organization asset exploitation are
not forms of capitalist exploitation. Each mode of production, according
to Wright, is constituted by one primary mode of exploitation. Thus,
capitalist exploitation is the basis of one mode of production, while
organization asset exploitation is the basis of another. Modes of pro-
duction, however, are abstract constructs—these “pure” types of exploit-
ation do not exist as separate entities in actual societies, or social
formations, to use Wright’s term. When one descends to a lower level of
theoretical abstraction and examines actual societies, one finds combin-
ations of different modes of production, and, therefore, exploitation

9. E.O. Wright and B. Martin, “The Transformation of the American Class Structure,
1960-1980,” American Journal of Sociology, vol. 93, no. 1 (1987), pp. 1-29.
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(pp. 109-14). By arguing in this way, Wright is able to suggest that
each form of exploitation is distinct and that each represents an alter-
native exploitative logic, by definition. It follows, therefore, that dif-
ferent types of exploiters may come into conflict when they encounter
one another within hybrid social formations (hence the parallel he draws
between the bourgeoisie under feudalism and experts and bureaucrats
under capitalism).

Thus, Wright implies that, just as feudal social relations produced the
capitalist, capitalist social relations created new, potentially contra-
dictory exploiting classes. Yet, it is unclear in what sense the develop-
ment of skill distinctions or the organization of the process of
production contradicts capitalism—or creates groups who, by them-
selves, pose a substantial threat to capitalism. This is particularly true of
organization asset exploitation. Clearly, the creation of hierarchically
organized production process, the detailed division of labor, etc. is no
threat to capitalism. Rather, they are the historical product of capitalism,
very much a part of the development of large-scale, organized capital-
ism. And, as has aiready been suggested, it is virtually impossible to
distinguish between capitalist exploitation and organization asset
exploitation under capitalism. Under the circumstances, it is indeed hard
to imagine, as Wright himself notes, conditions under which cadres of
high managers and bureaucrats, who hold significant organization assets,
might be led to reject the capitalist system which they control and from
which they clearly benefit. For these groups, at least, the organization of
the production process creates no contradictory dynamics.

One suspects, however, that Wright has in mind lower and middle
managers and experts when he makes this argument. He suggests that a
weakened capitalism, one that is no longer able to deliver the goods to
such middling types, might spawn opposition—he speculates that
managers and bureaucrats might be attracted to anticapitalist forms of
statism in cases when capitalism seemed to be failing. This might
become the basis for a new type of society in which organization asset
and skill exploitation superseded capitalist exploitation as the dominant
form of exploitation (pp. 90-91). Leaving aside the question of whether
their modest control over organization assets makes them exploiters, let
us ask how middle managers, bureaucrats, and experts would be likely
to react if capitalism were to founder in this way. It is quite possible that
they might be attracted to the idea of modifying capitalism in the direc-
tion of greater state planning and coordination, perhaps a kind of
“managed capitalism” & /a Felix Rohatyn. But, this hardly makes them
anticapitalist, nor does it distinguish them from the large numbers of
capitalists and even proletarians who have favored such ideas in times of
cristS. On the other hand, the idea of an anticapitalist movement of
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intellectuals, managers, and bureaucrats is hard to imagine. What would
such a movement advocate? Either it would have to be a democratic
socialist movement, in which case both the working class and “middle-
class” experts would be potential constituencies. Or, it would have to
call for the creation of Soviet-type economies in which public ownership
is combined with strong, centralized, undemocratic control over the
economy. The idea that a manager or intellectual in an advanced
capitalist society would find this an attractive way to “cash in” their
organization assets strains the imagination to the breaking point.

Skill exploitation does, at first glance, appear to be contradictory to
capitalist exploitation. Thus, it has frequently been noted that capitalism
has leveling tendencies and seeks to destroy skill barriers and bottle-
necks because they tend to raise the price of labor. And, it has
frequently been the case that employees have resisted the worst conse-
quences of capitalist exploitation by establishing skill and credential
barriers.

It does not follow from this, however, that skill is a fundamental
threat to capitalism. To begin with, we must remember that capitalists
have also fostered skill distinctions at times. And, it may be that this is
actually useful to the capitalist order. As Richard Edwards reminds us, a
labor force divided by skill, rank, and credentials is in certain ways
easier to control than a mass of undifferentiated labor.'® Moreover, as
Larson has pointed out in her analysis of professionalism, the logic of
“credentialism” may also help to support the basic ideals of capitalist
ideology, especially its individualism and its justification of inequality."!

Even if this were not true, it needs to be added that it is hard to
imagine a conflict between the pretensions of skill and the logic of capi-
talist exploitation that would pose a fundamental threat to the capitalist
system. Conflicts over skill tend to divide rather than to unite. And, the
politics of skill is not incompatible with capitalism—all it requires is that
merit be rewarded better. Capitalists have generally been able either to
accommodate such demands (as with the organizational professions'?
and certain types of skilled labor) or to defeat those demands it was
unwilling or unable to meet.

Under the circumstances, it should not surprise us that the historical
record holds very few examples of significant middle-class technocratic
or statist movements. Despite a large literature which has treated the

10. R. Edwards, Contested Terrain (New York: Basic Books, 1979).

11. M.S. Larson, The Rise of Professzonaltsm A Sociological Analysis (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1977).

12. See P. Whalley, The Social Production of Technical Work (Albany, NY: Siate
Universily of New York Press, 1986).
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intermediate strata as naturally technocratic, managers, engineers, pro-
fessionals and others have been notably unenthusiastic about such
ideas."’ On the contrary, they have either supported capitalism reso-
lutely, hoping to better themselves within the system. Or, when oppo-
sition to the status quo has developed, it has tended to take forms
reminiscent of certain kinds of working class resistance (for example,
quasi-craft unions in the case of American engineers, or various forms
of social-democratic politics in the case of British white collar and public
sector workers).

In sum, there is little evidence that contradictory class locations
spawn distinctive anticapitalist ideologies, nor is there strong theoretical
justification for supposing that they will do so in the future. There are
real conflicts and divisions set up by the hierarchical organization of
production and the dynamics of skill. But, unhistorical arguments which
imply that managers under capitalism want to, or may at some point
want to, become Soviet-style managers do not advance our understand-
ing of these social relations.

Class Location and Class Formation

Finally, we come to Wright’s discussion of the contingent relationship
between “class location” and “class formation.” He insists that there is
no immediate correspondence between class location and the actual
patterns of class conflict that develop in real historical situations. This is
particularly true of contradictory class locations, where material interests
are complex and variable. But, it is also true of unambiguous class
locations—it is always an open question how people will react to and
perceive their material interests in concrete situations.

There is nothing fundamentally wrong with this theoretical view of
class and class conflict. However, in practice, Wright’s analysis of class
has much more in common with the view of which he is critical than
with his own theoretical framework. Consider his analysis, with which he
attempts to justify his theoretical argument about class locations, of the
differences in class sentiment between Sweden and the United States.

Wright hypothesizes that class consciousness should vary monotoni-
cally along the dimensions of his exploitation matrix (p. 251). That is,
one would expect to find that levels of pro-working-class sentiment

13. See, for example, P. Meiksins, “The Myth of Technocracy: The Social Philosophy
of American Engineers in the 1930s,” paper presented to SHOT Conference, Pittsburgh,
1986.
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should increase as one moves from unambiguously exploiting locations
to contradictory class locations to unambiguously proletarian locations.
And, his results appear to bear him out—working-class sentiment is
stronger in working-class locations in both Sweden and the United
States.

However, Wright also notes that this association was much stronger
for the United States. In Sweden, pro-working-class sentiment had a
broader base, extending into segments of the workforce with significant
skills and/or organization assets. Indeed he presents evidence that many
Swedish contradictory class locations identify with the working class
more than do American proletarians. However, he explicitly rejects any
suggestion that this undermines his analysis of class locations: “This
does not imply that the objective basis of conflicts of interests among
wage-earners in different classes has disappeared, but simply that their
common interests as capitalistically exploited wage-earners have
assumed greater weight relative to their differential interests with respect
to organizational and credential exploitation” (p. 279). In effect, we
are asked to conclude that procapitalist sentiment among proletarians is
the result of the contingency of the process of class formation, while
procapitalist sentiment among contradictory class locations is the result
of objectively complex class interests. Similarly, pro-working-class senti-
ment among proletarians is the result of their unambiguous working-
class interests, while pro-working-class sentiment among contradictory
class locations develops only under certain highly contingent historical
circumstances.

It should be obvious that there is a theoretical inconsistency in this
form of argument. Moreover, there is more than a hint here of the
mechanical “mirror-image” model of class consciousnesss of which
Wright is so critical. That is, Wright expects to find more proletarian
sentiment in proletarian locations than in contradictory class locations.
When the results are more complex, for instance, when Swedish
contradictory class locations are more pro-working class than American
proletarians, he is forced to bend one part of his theoretical framework
in order to retain the rest.

Ironically, had Wright stuck to his theoretical guns, he might have
been able to interpret his data more consistently. Thus, had he employed
a really developmental approach to class consciousness, in which “class
locations” only established pressures and limits to which their “occu-
pants” react, Wright’s data would make more sense.” Thus, we could
argue that class consciousness starts in a relatively undeveloped form for

14, R. Williams, Marxism and Literature (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977).
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all employees. Occupational solidarity, the effort to protect skill, even
individual forms of resistance contain a germ of class consciousness
which may develop into something broader. The fact that a type of
employee does not identify with the broader working-class movement,
thus, does not necessarily mean that they are structurally different. It
may only mean that the “germ” of class consciousness has not
developed, or has developed differently, for historical reasons—state
policy, ideological counterpressures, divisions and conflicts within the
working class, etc. It thus becomes possible to explain the greater
working-class orientation of the Swedish “contradictory class locations”
as evidence of their having developed the germ of a class consciousness
inherent in occupational consciousness into a larger sense of class.
Similarly, the lower level of working-class identification among
American “proletarians” is the result of the different history of class
conflict in the United States. In sum, such an approach allows us to
understand the ambiguous attitudes of a/l kinds of employees without
ignoring the element of working-class consciousness inherent in them.

Conclusion

We are thus returned to the question of whether a theory of contra-
dictory class locations is needed at all. Erik Olin Wright, and other influ-
ential new left theorists, have relied on this and similar formulations,
arguing that there is no other way to make sense, within a Marxist
framework, of the large numbers of non-manual workers in con-
temporary capitalist societies. The arguments outlined here, while in no
sense meant as a complete analysis of contemporary capitalist social
structure, are intended to call this assumption into question.
Undoubtedly, the complexities of contemporary class structure pose
many problems for Marxist theory; many questions do remain unre-
solved. However, it is not at all clear that the theory of contradictory
class locations helps us to understand these complexities. Indeed, it may
very well be that the answers lie in the other issue Wright raises—that is,
the complex and contingent historical process through which capitalist
relations of production shape actual patterns of class conflict. Perhaps it
is in this direction that future theoretical and historical analysis should
move.



WORK RELATIONS AND THE
FORMATION OF CLASS
CONSCIOUSNESS

Johanna Brenner

Careful, rigorous and honest struggle with theoretical issues is the hall-
mark of Erik Olin Wright’s work. Classes is no exception.' In its clarity
of exposition, in its provocative ideas, in its comparative analysis of
Sweden and the United States, this book makes a substantial contri-
bution.

Wright consistently emphasizes the “probabilistic” relationship
between class location on the one hand, class affiliation and action
according to class interests on the other. Still, he contends that class
consciousness systematically connects to objective interests arising from
locations in a class structure. Managerial/supervisory workers and
expert/semicredentialed workers will tend to have different world views
because their interests differ from those of proletarians on two counts:
(1) they enjoy higher incomes as a result of an exploitative transfer from
other workers within capitalism, and (2) they have the potential to
become a dominant class in alternative societies: statism or socialism.

Wright is right to look for underlying structural determinants of
different world views, but, I think, wrong in how he has defined them.
First, I think it important to recognize that even the most proletarianized
workers still have short-run interests within capitalism that divide them
from each other. Unskilled workers, just like skilled workers, can
improve or maintain their position within the system by using strategies
which put them in antagonistic relationships with other workers. What-
ever their long-run interests, any given group of workers will have a set
of short-run interests that do not lead to class-based world views. So, for
example, private sector workers, experiencing a real decline in their
standard of living and unable to take on their own employers, have
supported tax decreases and cuts in public spending as a strategy to
improve their own incomes, even at the expense of public sector workers
and recipients of public services.

It is true that certain conditions, the militant organization of
important sections of the working class, economic crisis, etc., help to

1. E.O. Wright, Classes (London: Verso, 1985).
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change this set of interests by making particularistic and narrow strate-
gies less possible and by making broader and more political forms of
organization more possible. Thus, where public sector workers are well
organized and there is a strong anti-racist movement, private sector
workers might come to see that they have more to gain by affiliating
with public sector workers to demand shifts in spending from the mili-
tary to social services, corporate tax increases, control on the export of
capital and so forth. The strength of trade union organization and the
breadth of working-class political organization mediate experience and
consciousness, but not only, as Wright says, because they provide
different interpretations of experience. They also change the character
of experience itself. Workers who fail to act in class conscious ways are
not failing to understand their “real” interests, but are rather acting in
terms of one set of interests, their immediate interests under given
historical conditions, rather than in terms of another set of interests, the
long-run benefit of an alternative.

However, short-run conflicts of interests among workers get
constructed in different ways. And some conflicts are more enduring
and difficult to overcome than others. This, it seems to me, was useful
about Wright’s earlie