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PREFACE

The essays assembled in this book were written between 1995 and
20135. They involve three agendas: interrogating the approaches to
class analysis of specific writers working in a variety of theoretical
traditions; developing general frameworks of class analysis that can
help integrate the insights of different theoretical traditions; and
analyzing the problem of class conflict and class compromise in
contemporary capitalism.

Most of the chapters in this book are concerned with the first of
these agendas, exploring in detail theoretical issues in the work of a
range of writers who specify the concept of class in different ways:
Max Weber, Charles Tilly, Aage Serensen, Michael Mann, David
Grusky and Kim Weeden, Thomas Pikerty, Jan Pakulski and
Malcolm Waters, and Guy Standing. My own approach to class is
firmly embedded in the Marxist tradition, while none of these writ-
ers adopts a Marxist approach and some are overtly hostile to
Marxism. Often in encounters between Marxist and non-Marxist
approaches to some problem the basic stance is one of combat, each
side trying to defeat the arguments of the other. While there may be
circumstances in intellectual debates where vanquishing an oppo-
nent is appropriate, in these essays my goal is to figure out what is
most useful and interesting rather than mainly to point out what is
wrong with a particular theorist’s work. One might call this
virtue-centered critique rather than flaw-centered critique. Of
course, it is necessary to clarify gaps and silences in particular
bodies of work, to illuminate salient differences berween approaches,
and sometimes to identify more serious theoretical flaws. But all of
this is still in the service of clarifying and appropriating what is
valuable rather than simply discrediting the ideas of rival
approaches.

It is one thing to recognize that there are valuable insights to be
appropriated from even hostile theoretical traditions; it is another
to try to systematically integrate those insights into a broader
framework. This is the second task of this book—proposing general
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strategies for integrating key ideas from Marxist and non-Marxist

currents of class analysis. My approach to accomplishing this comes
out of a longstanding preoccupation in my work with constructing
conceptual typologies as a way of clarifying the theoretical differ-
ences berween my arguments and those of others grappling with the
same problems. For example, in my early empirical work on class
structure [ used a typology in the form of a branching diagram of

alternative ways of defining class as a way of identifvi ?
ficity of the Marxist concept. Y ifying the speci-

Varietics of Concepts of Class

Classes are defined Classes are defined
primarily interms of  versus primarily In terms of
gradations relations
Class relations are Class relations are
analyzed primarily in analyzed primarily in
terms of the market terms of production
P::ducl:iun Is analyzed Production is analyzed Production is analyzed
:Jec:'air ;'v ‘i; ;erms of the primarily in terms of primarily in terms of a
nical division of labor authority relations fystem of exploitation

Source: Erik Olin Wright, Closs Structure and Income Deterriiination, New Yorkc Acadernic Press, 1979, p.5

My mmal' purpose in constructing this kind of typology was to
draw clear lines of demarcation berween alternative theories and
concepts and then argue for the virtue of my preferred option. More
recc;ntly, howeve_r, it has become clear to me that there is an alter-
native way pf using such typologies, To the extent that a typology
of theories identifies the distinct mechanisms that are the focus of
dlffel:ent theories, it might be possible to integrate at least some of
the different approaches to class into a more general framework of
analysis organized around the interconnections among these differ-
ent meqhamsms. Rather than mainly see alternative approaches as
competing with each other, perhaps they could potentially be seen
as complementary.

My hrst effort at doing this was the edited book, Approaches to
Class Analysis (Cambridge University Press, 2005). The book
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included essays by six sociologists working within different theoret-
ical approaches to class analysis. Each contributor was instructed
to write an essay elaborating the theoretical foundations of a
particular approach to class analysis. The title of the concluding
chapter posed the question “If Class Is the Answer, What Is
the Question?” The basic idea was that different strands of class
analysis were anchored in different kinds of questions, and this
helped explain why the concept of class was defined in different
ways. The last sentence of the book loosely evoked Marx’s famous
passage about a society without class divisions in which it was
possible to hunt in the morning, to fish in the afternoon, rear cattle
in the evening, criticize after dinner: “One can be a Weberian for
the study of class mobility, a Bourdieusian for the study of class
determinants of lifestyles, and a Marxian for the critique of
capitalism.”

The next logical step was to try to integrate the mechanisms
connected to these different questions into a more comprehensive
framework. Three chapters in this book try to do this in different
ways. Chapter 1, “From Grand Paradigm Bartles to Pragmatist
Realism,” originally published in 2009 in New Left Review,
constructs an integrative model for class analysis by arguing thar
the different broad traditions of class analysis are anchored in three
different clusters of causal mechanisms: stratification approaches to
class define class in terms of individual attributes and conditions;
Weberian approaches define class in terms of a variety of mecha-
nisms of opportunity hoarding; and Marxist approaches define
class in terms of mechanisms of exploitation and domination. Each
of these causal mechanisms plays a key role in particular streams of
causal processes. The task of the essay was to clarify these focal
mechanisms and then try to integrate them into a broader explana-
tory model of class analysis. The key device of this integration was
a series of diagrams connecting the micro-level of class effects tied
to attributes of individuals with the more macro-level effects gener-
ated by the nature of structural positions within the market and
production.

In the initial plan for this book, chapter 1 was to be the only
chapter in which a general framework of analysis was presented. As
it turned out, a second, complementary way of integrating different
traditions of class analysis emerged as I worked on one of the new
essays for the book, the discussion in chapter 6 of David Grusky
and Kim Weeden’s work on “micro-classes.” Their analysis posed
a particular challenge for me. While I admired the rigorous empiri-
cal work in the series of papers written by these two American




S PREFACE

sociologists, my basic reaction was that their research had very little
to do with class analysis. The core idea of their work is that if class
is identified as causally significant positions within the system of
production, then class should be defined as fine-grained occupa-
tional categories. These are the categories, they argue, that are
salient to people’s lives as participants in an economic structure.
They refer to these as “micro-classes™ in contrast to the “big
classes” of the Marxist and Weberian traditions. This means that in
a country like the United States there are hundreds, perhaps thou-
sands, of distincr classes,

My initial reaction to Grusky and Weeden’s arguments was to
simply say that they involved a misuse of the word “class.” This
suggested writing a kind of methodological chapter on the problem
of words and concepts, but that seemed out of place with the basic
strategy of the book, which was to find what was most useful in a
variety of approaches. I then tried to connect the Grusky-Weeden
concept of micro-class to the framework elaborated in chapter 1,
but it just did not fit and my efforts at trying to make it fir seemed
contrived. This again led me to consider arguing that what Grusky
and Weeden were doing was not any variety of class analysis, in
spite of the terms they used. If I removed their work from the
domain of class analysis, I would not have to worry about the fact
that it did not fit into my effort at a general synthesis. This suggested
dropping the idea of the chapter altogether.

After several weeks of working on the chapter without making
any real headway, a solution came to me unexpectedly when I
recalled the analytical framework for the analysis of the state and
power by Robert Alford and Roger Friedland in their book The
Powers of Theory: Capitalism, the State, and Democracy
(Cambridge University Press, 1985). In that book, Alford and
Friedland use the metaphor of a game to distinguish three levels of
power and conflict: at the systenic level of power, conflict is over
what game 1o play (capitalism versus socialism); at the institutional
level of power, conflict is over the rules of the game (over what kind
of capitalism); and at the situational level of power, conflict is over
the moves in the game (how to best realize interests under fixed
rules). What occurred to me was that different approaches to class
analysis could be seen as anchoring the definition of class in terms
of one or another of these levels of power and conflic: Marxist
class concepts are defined at the systemic level of the game; Weberian
class categories are defined at the institutional level of the rules of
the game; and the Grusky-Weeden model of micro-classes defines
class exclusively at the situational level of moves within fixed rules
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in a single game. [ examine this game metaphor in derail in chapter
6, so I won’t skerch the argument now; the important point here 12
that this insight unlocked the chapter for me. As a result, chapter
contains an extended discussion of a second _gene'ral_ strategy for
connecting different traditions of class analysis within a broader
framework. . '

One other chapter contains an integrative framework for
connecting different approaches to lelSS apalysls. The chapter on
Michael Mann’s approach to class is built around a three-fold
distinction in clusters of concepts used in class analysis: class rela-
tions, class location, and class structure; class structuration and
class formation; and collective class actors. The first of these
concerns the structural positions filled by ind_mduals; the secoqd
concerns the nature of social relations within classes rooted in
communities and social networks; the third focu§es on class-}:ased
organizations engaged in struggles'. Some theorists, like Mlcl}ael
Mann, insist that class is only meaningful when it exists as a collec-
tive actor, while others focus almost exclusively on the structural
meaning of class, and some consider the dense interactions of class
formation as the necessary condition for a socna[ category to be a
class. I argue that a fully developed class analysis investigates the
interconnections among all three of these clusters.

The third general agenda of the book shifts attention from the
problem of the diverse meanings of thg concept of class and hov\;
these meanings can be brought into alignment to the problem o
how to understand the macro-problem of configurations of class
struggle and balances of power in contemporary capitalism. All
three of the chapters that engage this problem take the basic param-
eters of Marxist class analysis as given and then propose a way of
understanding the effects of the institutional conditions and balancle
of power of contemporary capitalism on patterns of class struggle
and class compromise. In terms of the general model _proposed C;n
chapter 6, the analysis in these chapters defines cla§s in the tradi-
tional Marxist way at the systemic level of the game itseif and then,
using this definition, explores the problem of different configura-
tions of class struggle at the level of the rules of the game and movesf

in the game. The chapters thus show how the Marxist concept 0
class, while specified at the systemic level of power and conflict, can
be deployed in explanatory models at the other levels.

Erik Olin Wright
Madison, Wisconsin
February 2015




FROM GRAND PARADIGM BATTLES
TO PRAGMATIST REALISM: TOWARDS
AN INTEGRATED CLASS ANALYSIS

When I began writing about class in the mid-1970s, I saw Marxism
as a comprehensive paradigm confronting positivist social science.! 1
argued thatr Marxism had distinctive epistemological premises and
distinctive methodological approaches that were fundamentally
opposed to the prevailing practices of mainstream social science.
While I argued that this battle should be engaged on empirical as well
as theoretical terrain, I viewed Marxism and mainstream sociology
as foundationally distinct and incommensurable warring paradigms.
Looking back in the mid-1980s at this earlier work, I wrote: “I orig-
inally 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.™
Nearly four decades have passed since this early work on class.
In the intervening period I have rethought the underlying logic of
my approach to class analysis a number of times.* While I continue
to work within the Marxist tradition, I no longer feel that the most
. useful way of thinking about Marxism is as a comprehensive para-
digm that is incommensurate with “bourgeois” sociology.* Rather,

1 Anearly statement of my views on Marxism and mainstream social science can
be found in the methodological introduction to Class, Crisis and the State, London:
New Left Books, 1978.

2 “Reflections on Classes,” Berkeley fournal of Sociology, 1987, reprinted
in Erik Olin Wright, The Debate on Classes, London: Verso, 1989, 76.

3 The principle publications in which I have discussed these metatheoretical
issues are Class, Crisis and the State; Classes, London: Verso, 1985; The Debate
on Classes London: Verso, 1989; Class Counts: Comparative Studies in Class
Analysis, Cambridge University Press, 1997; and Approaches to Class Analysis,
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005.

4 I prefer to use the expression “Marxist tradition™ rather than “Marxism”
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z UNDERSTANDING CLASS

I'see different theoretical traditions as identifying different kinds of
causal processes or mechanisms, which they claim have explana-
tory power for particular agendas. These different traditions have
scientific value to the extent that these claims are justified. The
different mechanisms elaborated by different theoretical traditions
intersect and interact in the world, generating the things we observe.
The Marxist tradition is a valuable and interesting body of ideas
because it successfully identifies real mechanisms that marter for a
wide range of important problems, but it does not constitute a full-
blown “paradigm” capable of comprehensively explaining all
things social or subsuming all social mechanisms under a unified
framework. It also does not have a monopoly on the capacity to
identify real mechanisms, and thus in practice sociological research
by Marxists should combine distinctive Marxist-identified mecha-
nisms with whatever other causal processes seem pertinent to the
tasks at hand. What might be called “pragmatist realism” has
replaced the Grand Bantle of Paradigms.

Pragmatist realism does not imply simply dissolving Marxism
into some amorphous “sociology” or social science. Marxism
remains distinctive in organizing its agenda around a set of funda-
mental questions and problems which other theoretical traditions
either ignore or marginalize, Itis distinctive in its normative commit-
ments to class emancipation. And it is distinctive in identifying a
specific set of interconnected causal processes relevant to those ques-
tions and emancipatory ideals. These elements constitute the anchors
for a distinctive intellectual tradition of emancipatory social science,
but they are not the basis for an exclusionary paradigm.*

In this chapter I explore some of the implications of this pragma-
tist realism for class analysis. In my theoretical work in the late
1970s and early 1980s, I argued for the general superiority of the
Marxist concept of class over its main sociological rivals—espe-
cially Weberian concepts of class and class within mainstream
stratification research. It now seems to me more appropriate to see
these different ways of talking about class as each identifying differ-
ent clusters of causal processes at work in shaping the micro and
macro aspects of economically rooted inequality in capitalist socie-
ties. For some questions and problems, one or another of these

precisely because the larter suggests something more like a comprehensive
paradigm.

5 For a discussion of this way of thinking about Marxism as an intellectual
tradition, see Erik Olin Wright, Interrogating Inequality, London: Verso, 1994,
especially pare 3.
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clusters of mechanisms may be more important, but all are releéapt
to a full sociological understanding of economic mequthy and its
consequences. Each of these approaghes to class analysis 15_|ncc1)m-
plete if it ignores the others. I continue to feel that Mz;rmst class
analysis is superior to the other traditions for a range o quesnogs
that 1 feel are of central importance, especially questions about lt) : le
nature of capitalism, its harms and contradictions, and.rhe possibil-
ities of its transformation. But even for these core Marxist questions,
the other traditions of class analysis have something to offer. .
For simplicity in this discussion, 1 focus on three clusters o
class-relevant causal processes, each associated with dlfferelrllt
strands of sociological theory and approaches to class analysis. T ‘;
first identifies class with the attributes and material conditions 0h
the lives of individuals. The second focuses on the ways in whic
social positions give some people control over economic resoul:ces
of various sorts while excluding others from access to those
resources. And the third identifies class, above all, with the ways in
which cconomic positions give some people control over the lwis
and activities of others. I call these three approaches the mdrwduah-
attributes approach to class, the opportunity-hoarding approach,
and the domination and exploitation approach. T!’lé first is associ-
ated with the stratification tradition, tl}c secoqc‘l w1:h the Weberian
tradition, and the third with the Marxist tradition.

CLASS AS INDIVIDUAL ATTRIBUTES

Among both sociologists and the lay public, the principal f“"aﬁ _tl??lt
most people understand the concept of class is in terms o 1r}b|v1 -
ual attributes and life conditions. Peopl_e have all sorts of artri utel:,
including sex, age, race, religion, mtelllgence2 education, geogrfap -
ical location, and so on. Some of these qttnbutes they havle ron(;
birth, some they acquire but once acgulred.are ve_r}i sFab e, an

some are quite dependent on a person’s specific socia 51t_1éatlon at
any point in time and may ac.cordlngly change. These attrll .utefs are
consequential for various things we rplght want to explam, rcl)m
health to voting behavior to childrearing practices. People can ]a =
be characterized by the material conditions in which they live:
squalid apartments, pleasant houses in the suburbs, or mansions in

6 Not all currents of class analysis fall neatly into these three theoret]lcal
clusters. In chapter 6 below I will discuss one addlt.lonal approach to class
which is rooted in disaggregated occupational categories.
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gated communities; dire poverty, adequate income, or extravagant
wealth; insecure access to health services or excellent health insur-
ance and access to high-quality services. “Class,” then, is a way of
talking about the connection between individual attributes and
these material life conditions: class identifies those economically
important attributes of people that shape their opportunities and
choices in a market economy and thus their material conditions of
life. Class should neither be identified simply with the individual
attributes nor with the material conditions of life of people, but
with the interconnections between these two.

The key individual attribute that is part of class in economically
developed societies within this approach is education, but some
sociologists also include somewhat more elusive attributes such as
cultural resources, social connections, and even individual motiva-
tions.” All of these deeply shape the opportunities people face and
thus the income they can acquire in the marker, the kind of housing
they can expect to have, the quality of the health care they are likely
to get, and much more,

When these different attributes of individuals and material condi-
tions of life broadly cluster together, these clusters are called “classes,”
The “middle class,” within this approach to the study of class, identi-
fies people who are more or less in the broad middle of the economy
and society: they have enough education and money to participate
fully in some vaguely defined “mainstream” way of life. “Upper class”
identifies people whose wealth, high income, social connections, and
valuable talents enable them to live their lives apart from “ordinary”
people. The “lower class™ identifies people who lack the necessary
educational and cultural resources to live securely above the poverty
line. And finally, the “underclass” identifies people who live in extreme
poverty, marginalized from the mainstream of American society by a
lack of basic education and skills needed for stable employment.

While most research within the individual-attributes approach
discusses class using loose gradational terms like upper, middle and
lower class, there are some currents that artempt to specify an array of
more qualitatively distinguished categories. A good example is the
work of Mike Savage and his colleagues in their analysis of what has
come to be known as the “Great British Class Survey.™® Along the

7  Pierre Bourdieu is the leading contemporary sociologist who systemati-
cally includes a range of cultural elements in an expanded list of class-relevant
individual attributes.

8 Mike Savage, et. al, “A New Model of Social Class? Findings from the
BBC’s Great British Class Survey Experiment,” Sociology 47(2), 219-250. 2013.
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lines of the work of Pierre Bourdieu, they define the abstract concept
of class in terms of three dimensions of economically relevant resources
which individuals possess: economic capital, _cultural capital, and
social capital. They then ask the empirical question: how many _cla§ses
can be empirically distinguished based on the ways in which indica-
tors of these three dimensions of individual attributes cluster togethpr?
Their answer, using fairly sophisticated inductive statistical strategies,
is that there are seven classes in Britain today: elite; estab!nghed middle
class; technical middle class; new affluent workers; traditional work-
ing class; emergent service workers; and precariat.

In the individual-attributes approach to class, the central concern
of sociologists has been to understand how people acquire the
attributes that place them in one class or another. For most people
in the countriecs where sociologists live, economic status and
rewards are mainly acquired through employment in paid jobs, so
the central thrust of much research in this tradition is on the process
by which people acquire the cultural, motivational, and educational
resources that affect their occupations in the labor market, Because
the conditions of life in childhood are clearly of considerable impor-
tance in these processes, this tradition of' class analys:s devotes a
great deal of attention to what is sometimes Fallec_l cla.ss back-
ground™—the class character of the famll}f settings in }vhlch these
key attributes are acquired. The causal logic of t.heSt'E kinds of class
processes is illustrated in a stripped-down form in Figure 1.1.

Vatious soclal Class-refevant l':r[;o“
background o sy | JOBS/OCCUPALONS | oy INdividiua
conditions inan || aftributes of {occupational status) economic

indvidual’s lite Individuals sconormic

Figure 1.1. The Individual-Attributes Approach to Class and Inequality

Skills, education, and motivations are, of course, very important
determinants of an individual’s economic prospects. What is miss-
ing in this approach to class, however, is any serious consideration
of the inequalities in the positions themselves that people occupy.
Education shapes the kinds of jobs people get, but how should we
conceptualize the nature of the jobs that people fill by virtue of their
education? Why are some jobs “better” than others? Why do some
jobs confer on their incumbents a great deal of power while others




6 UNDERSTANDING CLASS

do not? Rather than fc_)cusing exclusively on the process by which
individuals are sorted into positions, the other two approaches to

class apalysis begin by analyzing the nature of the positions them-
selves into which people are sorted.

CLASS AS OPPORTUNITY HOARDING

The problem of “opportunity hoarding” is closely associated with
the work of Max Weber.? The idea is that if a job is to confer on its
occupants high income and special advantages it is important that
the incumbents of those jobs have various means of excluding other
people from access to the jobs. This is also sometimes referred to as
a process of social closure, the process whereby access to a position
becomes reserved for some people and closed off to others. One
way of achieving social closure is by creating requirements for fill-
ing the job that are very costly for people to meet. Educational
credentials often have this character: high levels of education gener-
ate high income in part because of significant restrictions on the
supply of highly educated people. Admissions procedures, tuition
costs, risk aversion to large loans by low-income people, and a
range of other factors all block access to higher education for many
people, and these barriers benefit those in jobs that require higher
education. If a massive effort was made to improve the educational
level of those with less education, this program would itself lower
the value of education for those who already have it, since its
value depends to a significant extent on its scarcity. The
opportunity-hoarding mechanism is illustrated in Figure 1.2,

Power relations

andlegal rules Sacial closure ey b :
clecivecompot || indoppartunity |___| locaions witin | Contict over
over econamic ong market relations v

resources ol posioes {jobs/eccupationsy distribution

Figure 1.2. The Opportunity-Hoarding Approach to Class and Inequality

2 Among American sociologists, the term “opportunity hoarding™ was used
most explicitly by Charles Tilly, especially in his book Durable Inequaliry
(Berke!cy: University of California Press, 1999). Tilly's approach is discussed in
depth in chapter 3 below. Bourdieu's work on fields and forms of capital also
revolves around processes of opportunity hoarding.
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Some might object to this description of educational credentials
by arguing that education also affects earnings by enhancing a
person’s productivity. Economists argue that education creates
“human capital,” which makes people more productive, and this
higher productivity makes employers willing to pay them higher
wages. While some of the higher earnings that accompany higher
education reflect productivity differences, this is only part of the
story. Equally important are the ways in which the process of acquir-
ing education excludes people through various mechanisms and
thus restricts the supply of people available to take these jobs. A
simple thought experiment shows how this works: imagine that the
United States had open borders and let anyone with a medical degree
or engineering degree or computer science degree anywhere in the
world come to the United States and practice their profession. The
massive increase in the supply of people with these credentials would
undermine the earning capacity of holders of the credentials even
though their actual knowledge and skills, and thus their productiv-
ity, would not be diminished. Citizenship rights are a special, and
potent, form of “license” to sell one’s labor in a labor market.

Credentialing and licensing are particularly important mecha-
nisms for opportunity hoarding, but many other institutional
devices have been used in various times and places to restrict access
to given types of jobs: color bars excluded racial minorities from
many jobs in the United States, especially (but not only) in the
South until the 1960s; marriage bars and gender exclusions
restricted access to certain jobs for women until well into the twen-
tieth century in most developed capitalist countries; religion,
cultural style, manners, accent—all of these have constituted mech-
anisms of exclusion.

Perhaps the most important exclusionary mechanism that
protects the privileges and advantages of people in certain jobs in a
capitalist society is private property rights in the means of produc-
tion. Private property rights are the pivotal form of exclusion that
determines access to the “job” of capitalist employer. If workers
were to attempt to take over a factory and run it themselves they
would be violating this process of closure by challenging their
exclusion from control over the means of production. The capacity
of owners to acquire profits depends upon their defense of this
exclusion, which we call “property rights.” The core class division
within both Weberian and Marxian traditions of sociology between
capitalists and workers can therefore be understood as reflecting a
specific form of opportunity hoarding enforced by the legal rules of
property rights.
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Exclusionary mechanisms thar shape class structures within the
opportunity-hoarding approach do not operate only in the most
privileged parts of the class structure. Labor unions can also func-
tion as an exclusionary mechanism by protecting the incumbents of
jobs from competition by outsiders. This does not mean that on
balance unions contribute to increasing inequality, since they may
also act politically to reduce inequalities and they may effectively
reduce inequalities generated by other mechanisms of exclusion,
especially mechanisms connected to private ownership of the means
of production. Still, to the extent that unions create barriers to
entry to certain jobs, they do create a form of social closure that
improves the material conditions of life of their members,

Sociologists who adopt the opportunity-hoarding approach to
class generally identify three broad class categories in American
society: capitalists, defined by private property rights in the owner-
ship of means of production; the middle class, defined by mechanisms
of exclusion over the acquisition of education and skills; and the
working class, defined by their exclusion from both higher educa-
tional credentials and capital. That segment of the working class
that is protected by unions is either seen as a privileged stratum
within the working class, or, sometimes, as a component of the
middle class.

The critical difference between the opportunity-hoarding mech-
anisms of class and the individual attribute mechanisms is this:
opportunity hoarding means that the economic advantages people
get from being in a privileged class position are causally connected
to the disadvantages of people excluded from those class positions.
In the case of the mechanisms connected to individual attributes,
advantages and disadvantages are independent of each other, gener-
ated by processes attached to individuals. To state this in a simple
way, in the case of opportunity-hoarding mechanisms, the rich are
rich in part because the poor are poor; the rich do things to secure
their wealth that contribute to the disadvantages poor people face
in the world. In the case of simple individual attributes, the rich are
rich because they have favorable attributes; the poor are poor
because they lack these attributes; and there is no systematic causal
connection berween these facts. In this view, eliminating poverty by
improving the relevant attributes of the poor—by improving their
education, cultural level, and human capital—would in no way
harm the affluent. Where opportunity-hoarding mechanisms are
important, in contrast, eliminating poverty by removing the mech-
anisms of exclusion potentially undermines the advantages of the
affluent within the existing system.
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CLASS AS EXPLOITATION AND DOMINATION

Class as exploitation and domination is the most controversial way
of thinking about class.'® Most sociologists ignore th_15 set of mec}}—
anisms when talking about class, and some explicitly deny their
relevance. These mechanisms of class analysis are associared most
strongly with the Marxist tradition of sociology, but some sociolo-
gists more influenced by Weber also include exploitation and
domination in their conception of class.! _

“Domination”™ and, especially, “exploitation” are contentious
words in sociology because they generally imply a moral ]ngm;ﬂt
rather than being simply a neutral descriprion._ Many sociologists
try to avoid such terms because of this normative content.' [ fet?l,
however, that they are important and accurately identify certain
key issues in understanding class. Both domination and exploita-
tion refer to ways in which people control the lives of others.
“Domination” refers to the ability to control the activities of others.
“Exploitation” refers to the acquisition of economic benefits from
the laboring activity of those who are dominated. All explo!tatlpn,
therefore, implies some kind of domination, but not alll dommgnon
involves exploitation. Prison guards, for example, dominate prison-
ers but do not necessarily exploit them.

In relations of exploitation and domination it is not the case that
one group simply benefits by restricting access to certain kinds of

10  For the present purposes it is useful to see domination and exploiration
as closely linked mechanisms. For some explanatory purposes one or the other
of these mechanisms would be more salient. -

11 Weber, of course, develops an elaborate general discussion of domina-
tion, power, and authority, but mostly in the context of his analyses of
organizations and the stare, not his specification of the concepr of class; and he
completely ignores the problem of exploitation. See chapter 2 for an extended
discussion of these issues in Weber’s class analysis.

12 John Goldthorpe explicitly objects to the concept of explt?itation on these
grounds. In a footnote to an article in the American Journal of Sociology comment-
ing on Aage Serenson’s rent-based concept of class, Goldthorpe says of the concept
of exploitation that it is “a word 1 would myself gladly see dlsnp.vpenf from t!u:
sociological lexicon.” He adds, by way of clarification, “Its 'funcpon in Marxist
thought was to allow a fusion of normative and positive clmm.s in a way that [
would find unaccepeable.” And he concludes: “If invoking explon_tanon is no more
than a way of flagging the presence of structurally opposed class interests that lead
tozero-sum conflicts, then its use is innocuous but scarcely necessary.” “Commentary
on Serenson,” American Journal of Sociology 105: 6, May 2000, 1574,
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resources or positions. In addition, the exploiting/dominating group is
able to control the laboring effort of another for its own advantage.
Consider the following classic contrasting cases: In the first case, large
landowners seize control of common grazing lands, exclude peasants
from access to this land, and reap economic advantages from their
exclusive control of it for their own use. In the second case, the same
landlords seize control of the grazing lands, exclude the peasants, but
then bring some of those peasants back onto the land as agricultural
laborers. In this second case, in addition to gaining advantage from
controlling access to the land (opportunity hoarding) the landowner
also dominates and exploits the labor of the farmworkers. This is a
stronger form of relational interdependency than in the case of simple
exclusion, for here there is an ongoing relationship between the activi-
ties of the advantaged and disadvantaged persons, not justa relationship
between their conditions. Exploitation and domination are forms of
structured inequality that require continual active cooperation between
exploiters and exploited, dominators and dominated.

This contrast in the role of social relations within the three
approaches to class analysis is summarized in Table 1.1. The
individual-attributes approach is the least relational, since neither
the economic conditions in which people live nor their activities are
understood as directly reflecting social relations. The opportunity-
hoarding approach sees the economic conditions of people as
formed through relations of exclusion, but it does not specify class
as embodying relations among activities. The exploitation/domina-
tion approach includes both forms of relations.

Approach to Class Analysis  Economic Conditions Economic Activities

Individual attributes Nonrelational Nonvrelational
Opportunity hoarding Relational Nonrelational
Domination/exploitation Relational Relational

Table 1.1. The Role of Social Relations in Different Approaches to Class
Analysis

The domination and exploitation approach to class is represented
mn Figure 1.3. Like the opportunity-hoarding approach, power and
legal rules that enforce social closure are important in defining the
basic structure of social positions, particularly the potent form of
social closure and exclusion we call “private ownership of the means
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of production.” But here the critical effect of opportunity hoarding
is domination and exploitation, not simply market advantage.

Power relations

and legal rules Social closure tocations within the

that give peopla . | and opp iy . | relations of d o| Conflict over
effective control " | hoarding among and exploitation in production
over economic soclal positions produciion

TESQUICES

Figure 1.3. The Exploitation and Domination Approach to Class and Inequality

Within the domination/exploitation approach, the central class
division in a capitalist society is between those who own and control
the means of production in the economy—capitalists—and those
who are hired to use those means of production—workers.
Capitalists, within this framework, both exploit and dominate
workers. Other kinds of positions within the class structure get their
specific character from their relationship to this basic division.
Managers, for example, exercise many of the powers of domination
but are also subordinate to capitalists. CEOs and top managers of
corporations often develop significant ownership stakes in their
corporations and therefore become more like capitalists. Highly
educated professionals and some categories of technical workers
have sufficient control over knowledge (a critical resource in contem-
porary economies) and skills that they can maintain considerable
autonomy from domination within work and significantly reduce,
or even neutralize, the extent to which they are exploited.”

In both the opportunity-hoarding and exploitation/domination
approaches to class, power plays an important role. In both of these
approaches, inequalities in income and wealth connected to the class
structure are sustained by the exercise of power, not simply by the
actions of individuals. The inequalities generated by opportunity
hoarding require the use of power to enforce exclusions, and the
inequalities connected to exploitation require supervision, monitor-
ing of labor effort, and sanctions to enforce labor discipline. In both
cases, social struggles that challenge these forms of power potentially
threaten the privileges of people in the advantaged class positions.

13 One way of capturing the complexity of these diverse, intersecting class
mechanisms is to characterize class locations other than the polarized capitalist
and working class locations as “contradictory locations within class locations.”
For an elaboration of this idea, see Wright, Classes and Class Counts.
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INTEGRATING THE THREE CLUSTERS OF CLASS MECHANISMS

While sociologists have generally tended to base their research on
one or another of these three approaches to class, there is no reason
to see them as mutually exclusive. Instead, we can see the reality of
class as being generated by the complex interactions of the different
mechanisms identified within each approach. One way of combin-
ing the three approaches is to see each of them as identifying a key
process that shapes a different aspect of the class structure:

1. The exploitation and domination mechanisms identify the funda-
mental class division connected to the capitalist character of the
economy: the class division between capitalists and workers.

2. The opportunity-hoarding mechanisms identify the central
mechanism that differentiates “middle class” jobs from the
broader working class by creating barriers that in one way or
another restrict the supply of people for desirable employment.
The key issue here is not mainly who is excluded, but simply the
fact that there are mechanisms of exclusion that sustain the priv-
ileges of those in middle class positions.

3. The individual artributes and life conditions mechanisms identify a
key set of processes through which individuals are sorted into
different positions in the class structure or marginalized from those
positions altogether. Opportunity hoarding identifies exclusionary
processes connected to middle class jobs. The individual attributes
and life conditions approach helps specify what it is in the lives of
people that explains who has access to those desirable middle class
jobs and who is excluded from stable working class jobs.

These three processes operate in all capitalist societies. The differ-
ences in class structures across countries are produced by the details
of how these mechanisms work and interact. The theoretical task is
to think through the different ways these mechanisms are linked
and combined. The empirical task is to figure out ways to study
each and their interconnections.

One possible nested micro-macro model is illustrated schemati-
cally in Figure 1.5. In this model, the power relations and legal rules
that give people effective control over economic resources (means
of production, financial capital, and human capital) generate struc-
tures of social closure and opportunity hoarding connected to social
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positions. Opportunity hoarding, then, generates three streams of
causal effects:

1. It shapes the micro-level processes through which individuals
acquire class-relevant actributes. :

2. It shapes cthe structure of locations within mar_ket relatmps (occu-
pations and jobs) and the associated distributional Fonﬂlcts. .

3. It shapes the structure of relations within production, espeqally
relations of domination and exploitation, and the associated
conflicts within production,

The first of these causal streams, in turn, shapes the_ﬂows c_)f people
into class locations within the market and production. Jointly, the
class attributes of individuals and their class locatlons_; ((Elefined
within the market and production) affect their levels of individual

economic well-being.

Locations within
he refations of Conflian Marxian
dominationand | == | over class analysis
Power rel exploitation n production
and legal rules Soctal closure production
that give people —_— and opportunity ?
effective control hosrding among :
over economk sodal posttions. :
resources H
Locations within Confict
e S class nn:lrsls
(jobs/occupations) distribution
e \
Various socil , | Cussrelevant Levels of Individual | Stratification
backg of economic wrikbeing | class analysis
conditions inan P
individual's ife

——) Causol effects
ssssnvrnannnn [ of K

Figure 1.4. Combined Class Analysis: Macro and Micro Processes

One final element in the broad synthetic model is needed. Figure 1.4
treats power relations and legal rules as exogenous structures,
whereas in fact these basic power relations are themselves shaped by
class processes and class conflicts. This matters because structures of
inequality are dynamic systems, ar}d the fate of individuals within the
system depends not just on the mlcm-levgl processes they encounter
in their lives, or on the social structures within which those lives take
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place, b.ut on the trajectory of the system as a whole within which
those micro-processes occur. Treating the underlying power relations
that support a given structure of class locations as fixed parameters is
deeply misleading and contributes to the incorrect view that the fate
of individuals is simply a function of their attributes and individual
circumstances. What we need, therefore, is a recursive dynamic
macro model in which the struggles generated by social relations
contribute to the trajectory of change of the relations themselves.
:I'hls. suggests the macro model as pictured in a highly simplified form
in Figure 1.5. A fully elaborated class analysis, then, combines this
kind of dyna_mic macro model of conflict and transformation with
{he macro-micro muitilevel model of class processes and individual
lives. In such a model the key insights of stratification approaches
Weberian approaches, and Marxist approaches are combined. ’

N

Locations within
the retations of Condflict
Power relations domination and | o
and legal rules Social closure exrgldollar.lon L production
that give people and opportunity kil
effective contro| hoarding amang
over economic social positions \
resources
Locatlons within Conflict
market refations | se— | over
{jobs/accupations) distribution

N

Figure 1.5. Dynamic Macro-Micro Model

THE AMERICAN CLASS STRUCTURE IN THE TWENTY-FIRST
CENTURY WITHIN AN INTEGRATED CLASS ANALYSIS

Economic systems differ in how unfettered are the rights and
powers that accompany private ownership of the means of produc-
tion, and thus in the nature of the class division between capitalists
and workers. The United States has long been characterized as a
capltaltsf economy with weak public regulation of capitalist prop-
erty. This is reflected in a number of critical facts about the United
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States: a very low minimum wage, which allows higher rates of
exploitation than would otherwise exist; low raxation of high
incomes, which allows the wealthiest segments of the capitalist
class to live in extraordinarily extravagant ways; weak unions and
other forms of worker organization that could act as a counter-
weight to domination within production. The result is that among
developed capitalist countries the United States probably has the
most polarized class division along the axis of exploitation and
domination among the developed capitalist countries.

In terms of the formation of a middle class through mechanisms of
opportunity hoarding, especially those linked to education, the
United States has historically had one of the largest middle classes
among developed capitalist countries. The United States was the first
country to massively expand higher education, and for a long time
access to higher education was very open and relatively inexpensive,
allowing people with few resources to attend universities. The United
States has also been characterized by a multi-tiered higher education
system—with community colleges, junior colleges, liberai arts
colleges, and universities—that made it possible for people to enter
higher education later in life and to move from one tier to another.
People could screw up as a young adule, but if they “got their act
together”™ there was at least the possibility of going back to school,
getting a credential, and gaining access to middle class employment.
This large and diverse system of higher education helped support the
creation of a large number of middle class jobs. This was comple-
mented, in the decades after World War II, by a relatively strong
labor movement that was able to mute competition for jobs in the
core of the American economy that did not require higher education.
The labor movement thus enabled unionized workers in those jobs to
acquire income and security similar to the credentialed middle class.

Contrary to popular rhetoric, however, it was never the case that
the United States was an overwhelmingly “middle class society.”
Most jobs in the US employment structure did not gain advantages
from exclusionary credentials, and the labor movement never organ-
ized more than about 35 percent of the nonmanagerial labor force.
Furthermore, in recent decades there has been an erosion of at least
some of these processes of middle class exclusion: the labor move-
ment has declined precipitously since the 1970s; many kinds of
middle class jobs have become less secure and are less protecied by
the credentials associated with employment in such positions; and
the economic crisis of the end of the first decade of the rwenty-firse
century has intensified the sense of precariousness of many who still
think of themselves as having middle class jobs. Thus, while it is still
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certainly the case that higher education and, increasingly, advanced
academic degrees play a central role in providing access to many of
the best jobs in the American economy, the future prospects for a
large and stable middle class are much less clear."

Finally, the US class structure has been characterized by a particu-
larly brutal process through which individual attributes relevant to
the fate of individuals in the class structure are formed. The educa-
tional system in the United States is organized in such a way that the
quality of education available to children in poor families is generally
vastly inferior to the quality of education of children of middle class
and wealthy families. This deficit in publicly provided education for
the poor is intensified by the extreme deprivations of poverty in the
United States due to the absence of an adequate social safety net and
supportive services for poor families. The rapid deindustrialization of
the US economy and the absence of comprehensive job training
programs for people displaced by deindustrialization means that a
significant number of people find themselves withour the kinds of
skills needed for the current job structure. The resulr is that the US
class structure is characterized by the highest rates of poverty and
economic marginality of any comparable country. All of these
processes are intensified by the enduring importance of racism, which
makes African Americans and other racially oppressed groups espe-
cially vulnerable to marginalization.

Taking all of these processes together yields the following general

picture of the US class structure at the beginning of the twenty-first
century:

* An extremely rich capitalist class and corporate managerial class,
living ar extraordinarily high consumption standards, with rela-
tively weak constraints on their exercise of economic power. The
US class structure is the most polarized class structure ar the top
among developed capitalist countries.

* A historically large and relatively stable middle class, anchored in
an expansive and flexible system of higher education and technical
training connected to jobs requiring credentials of various sorts,
but whose security and future prosperity is now uncertain.

14 For a discussion of the patterns of job polarization in recent decades, see
Erik Olin Wright and Rachel Dwyer, “Patterns of Job Expansion and
Contraction in the United Staes, 19605-1990s,™ Socio-Economic Review 1: 3,
2003, 289-325

From Grand Paradigm Bartles to Pragmatist Realism 17

i i ively large

e A working class that once was characte.n_zed by a relatively lal
un‘;:)nizedgsegmcm with a standard of living and security similar
to that of the middle class, but which now largely lacks these

protections.

* A poor and precarious segment gf the working class, chagglctet;
ized by low wages and relatively insecure employment, sph}ecFe_
to unconstrained job competition in the labor market with mini-
mal protections by the state.

* A marginalized, impoverished sector of the population, wnihoult
the skills and education needed for jobs above the poverty level,
and living in conditions that make it extremely difficult to acqull:e
those skills. The US class structure is the most polarized at the
bottom among developed capitalist countries.

o A pattern of interaction of race and class in which the \ivorkmlg
poor and the marginalized population are disproporrionately
made up of racial minorities.

TOWARDS AN INTEGRATED CLASS ANALYSIS

Adopting the integrated framework of class analysis prltzpos?g
here poses different kinds of challenges for analysts worﬁlng
the Marxist tradition and those working within the stratif cam;n
and Weberian traditions of sociology. For many Mafrxllsts. ;‘ e
main challenge is recognizing that what is most power uh within
Marxism is its theory of a specific array of cagsal mec gnlsmsi
rather than its aspiration to be a comprehensive paradlgmho
social science. Historically, the relevance of these mechamsr‘;]'s as
been defended with the rhetoric of_ mcommqnsurqble palra 1gms:1,
including arguments for a distinctive Marxist epistemology :lml
methodology that sharply differentiated Maxism {rom its riva s.l
do not believe that rhis kind of de_fe.nse of Marxist }deas is compel-
ling. Marxism is a powerful tradition of social science bea}:lause lE
provides powerful explanations folr a range of 1mp0r'1;:;nt p ‘enorr;t
ena, not because it has some special method that di ?rqntlz;tes
from all other currents of social science. Qf course, it is 12'1 w;ys
possible that this kind of paradigm aspiration could be realized in
some future iteration of efforts to formulate Marxism as a distinc-
tive comprehensive paradigm. But for now it seems better to _sgc
Marxism as a research program defined by attention to a specihc
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set of problems, mechanisms, and provisional explanatory
theories.

The challenge of an integrated class analysis may be even bigger
for sociologists working in the stratification tradition, Marxist
analysts of class, after all, have always in practice included discus-
sions of individual attributes and the material conditions of life of
people located within an economic structure, and opportunity hoard-
ing is an integral part of the concept of social relations of production,
Stratification theorists, on the other hand, have ignored the problem
of exploitation, at most talking about “disadvantage,” and even
domination is absent from this approach to class. To recognize
exploitation and domination as central axes of class analysis is to
recognize the importance of a structure of social positions distinct
from the persons who fill those positions, and this too is largely alien
to stratification research.

In a way, Weberians may have the easiest task. On the one hand,
most Weberian-inspired sociologists have not aspired to create a
comprehensive paradigm and have been satisfied with a theoretical
tradition that provided a rich menu of loosely connected concepts
addressing specific empirical and historical problems. This has been
one of the things that has made the Weberian tradition attractive—it is
basically permissive about the incorporation of almost any concepts
from other currents of social theory. On the other hand, Weberians
have always emphasized the importance of power within social struc-
tures and have no difficulty in distinguishing persons and structured
positions. While exploitation has not figured centrally within Weberian
class analysis, there is no fundamental barrier within the logic of
Weberian categories for including exploitation in the study of class.

It might seem from this assessment that in the end we should all
simply declare ourselves Weberians. This was one of the accusations
leveled against my work and the work of other Marxists thirty years
ago by Frank Parkin when he wrote, “Inside every neo-Marxist there
seems to be a Weberian struggling to get out.”" I do not think,
however, that this conclusion follows from the kind of pragmatist
realism I am advocating here. Marxism remains a distinctive tradi-
tion of doing social science because of its distinctive set of problems,
its normative foundations, and the distinctive inventory concepts and
mechanisms it has developed.

15 Frank Parkin, Marxism and Class Theory: A Bourgeois Critique, New
York: Columbia University Press, 1979, 25
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