MODULE 10
THE MARXIST CONCEPT OF CLASS
The Marxist Concept of Class and Class Conflict 
1. Capital and Wage Labor Neither Marx nor Engels expounded on class in any systematic fashion yet it is clearly a central concept in historical materialism. The interest of capital in extracting the maximum of surplus value is opposed to that of the immediate producers in conserving the only property they have - their labor power. The cognate interest of capital in taking control of the supply of labor through the creation of the industrial reserve army and dictating the terms on which it will be reproduced by limiting the availability of relief is likewise opposed by workers who want to minimize the risk of unemployment and, if unemployed, to maintain at least the standard of living to which they have become accustomed. There are other issues too, including the politics of difference that capitalism generates: the stigmatization of the working class, particularly its lower strata, and of the unemployed [1].

The marxist definition of class - the division between those who own the means of production and the immediate producers who work by virtue of their separation from the means of production is an austere one and -- not surprisingly -- in practice it is by no means always clear cut. Interesting here are cases in which agents are not totally lacking in access to the means of production but nevertheless have to enter an exchange relationship with capital which is highly disadvantageous to them; indeed, to the point at which they might prefer to be a wage worker.

For example:

 i) homework or domestic work: The capitalist provides the home worker with the material to be processed (e.g. the pieces of a garment to be sewn together; the boxes and the items to be packed in the boxes). The home worker uses means of production in his / her possession in the production process: e.g. a sewing machine, the electric light, the premises, a table. The capitalist then pays for each piece delivered but at a rate which is no greater than if the worker worked in the factory and did not own means of production; i.e. the revenue the home worker receives is just sufficient to reproduce his / her labor power. 

ii) contract farming: The large chicken / hog processing firm supplies small farmers with chickens, piglets, feed, and contracts to buy the 'finished' chickens / hogs at a certain price at some time in the future. The small farmer is willing to do this since he / she lacks the economies of scale to deploy the means of production independently: not enough land, indebtedness making the farmer a credit risk with the banks, an infirm husband / wife who can't work on the farm, etc. The rate at which the firm agrees to buy the chickens, hogs, is, as in the case of the home worker, merely enough to allow the farmer to reproduce his / her labor power.

iii) other possibilities include: The contract plumber, electrician or carpenter who owns some means of production, who subcontracts from builders and whose skills are limited to those required in building a house; i.e. a person who cannot operate independently of subcontracts from the builder. 

In other words, we have here a species of proletarian who despite owning some of the means of production are not able to make a bargain with the capitalist that would allow them to accumulate. Rather they are confined to an exchange relation that allows them merely to reproduce their labor power and, perhaps, reproduce their means of production (i.e.: simple and not expanded reproduction). This may be to the advantage of the capitalist in that it allows (e.g.) the home worker to economize on certain means of production like the electricity used in the home, the premises themselves, and in the case of the contract farmer, the land she owns. It may also give capitalists a flexibility in the deployment of capital that they might otherwise lack so (e.g.) something like home work is especially important in businesses subject to wide fluctuations in demand like the garment industry. It will also mean that they don't have to pay benefits or put up with a unionized labor force. On the other hand, there may be other factors creating a preference for home work on the part of immediate producers: e.g. the desire of muslim husbands that 'their' women not come into contact with strange men [2]. Functionally, if not formally, the immediate producer in these cases is working class. Indeed, the immediate producers might prefer a formal wageworker status than their current status as a home worker / contract farmer, etc., but capitalist firms refuse to enter into such a contract with them.

This recalls Marx's discussion of the English merchant clothiers (Capital Vol 1: p.1023). Initially this was a matter of the exchange of equivalents. Small spinners working out of their homes purchased yarn from the clothier and the clothier in turn purchased their cloth. This provided advantages in terms of not having to spend time going to market to purchase cloth and then to seek out buyers. The relationship could, however, evolve into a creditor / debtor relationship, the clothier making an advance in the form of thread and then extracting interest in the form of paying a reduced price for the finished cloth. To the extent that this persisted and deepened, so that the spinner became permanently indebted to the clothier, then the finished cloth would be exchanged for the value of the spinner's labor power, the interest being equivalent to the surplus value extracted by the clothier.

There are other ambiguities. An important challenge to the Marxist concept of class might appear to be the fact that when we look at people's incomes they are often a variable mix of returns to money capital invested (in the stock market, in bonds, in the form of interest on certificates of deposit, rents) and wages. True, one can exaggerate the degree to which there is this spectrum. The vast majority enjoys no property income at all and so depends entirely on wages, and the vast burden of productive capital is owned by very, very few indeed. The concentration of ownership is immense: frighteningly so. So when people talk about 'our country' one should wonder who they are referring to.

There are several points to be made here. To the extent that working class people receive property income in the form of interest on bank deposits this is often an adaptation to the fact that over the life course, one's need for cash (for a mortgage, to buy household goods, to put a child through college) is going to vary. Those who are at one stage of life net debtors to the rest of the working class become net creditors at another stage. Moreover, for many working class people property income is a necessary supplement to a wage since their employment provides no pension benefits: in other words, they need to compensate for the inadequacies of their bargaining position vis-à-vis employers.

Second, among management the ownership of stock is provided partly in lieu of salary and is intended to align their interest with that of the majority of stockholders who play no part in day-to-day corporate management. The objective is that they should think of themselves as part owners rather than as simply employees who might see some confluence of interest with that of other employees.

Third, the class boundary is, from the standpoint of the individual, a fluid one. People can move from the status of wageworker to that of capitalist and vice versa. The mix of property income and wage income will be, as it applies to particular individuals, a static expression of what is a very dynamic situation. For some the ratio of property income to wages will be increasing and for others it will be going down.

Finally, taken across the population as a whole, there is a limit to the mix of property and wage income. If the ratio taken across all people increases to the advantage of property beyond a certain point, compensating forces will be set in motion. Property income is a claim on surplus value. If people start retiring early, staying out of the workforce longer since they think that they can live passably without a wage, then there will be fewer working and therefore less surplus value. Dividends go down, stock values deteriorate and sooner or later those people who thought that they could do without wage income find that they can't.

2. Class Conflict and Capitalist Development 

Conflict between the two classes is inherent in capitalist relations of production and can only be eliminated by their abolition. This conflict dictates the course of capitalist development: the attempts of capital to extract surplus value from labor call forth resistance which in turn elicits new strategies through which accumulation can continue. Hence it is through class struggle that the forces of production and new needs are developed. Examples include the shift from formal to real subsumption; from manufacture to machinofacture; from one technical revolution to another. Likewise productivity increases and this necessitates the creation of new needs if space is to be created for further accumulation. New needs are internalized as part of the value of labor power, so laying the basis for new upward pressures on wages and hence for further changes in capital's technical basis.

Note also the way in which class cleavages are reflected in the politics of the advanced capitalist societies. It is always possible to arrange the contending parties along a right-left continuum, with working class movements, particularly the labor unions giving their support to the left parties and business organizations backing the right. For sure, workers also vote for parties of the right. In fact those parties could never command a majority of legislative seats without that support. But note that it is always the more propertied, the homeowners, those in positions in the technical division of labor who are likely to command the resources to own some stock at least, who are their major source of support; people, in other words, who believe they have a stake in profits and in the protection of private property rights, even where that private property is not productive but assumes the form of the home.

3. The Concept of Class Agency 

We need to be clear on what we mean by class agency: it's not an agent in the sense of a group making decisions (cf "capital does this", "labor does that"); nor in the sense of isolated actions, the indirect effects of which are registered by statistical measures like voting preferences or economic growth. Rather class agency is defined by: "… tendentially acting forces defined by their economic location, acting collectively to an ever-varying but (virtually) never complete degree … Classes act through the actions of individuals, groups and organizations. The operation of class agency may be seen in a commonality of concern, in a parallelity of strivings, a similarity of forms of actions and in interrelations of mutual reinforcement between the actions of members of the same class" (Goran Therborn in Betty Matthews (ed.), Marx: A Hundred Years On, p.190. On the side of labor examples would include: a culture of resistance in the workplace. This would include absenteeism; sabotage; go-slows and work to rules; refusal to share the 'tricks of the trade' with management for fear it will result in speedup; labor unions; co-op retailing and wholesaling; workers' political parties; and working class counter-culture in general as a vehicle for expressing opposition to the dominant norms. On the side of capital one would include: the activities of individual firms designed to make unions less attractive to the workforce (e.g. bonus schemes, career ladders), the blacklist, and collective pressures on the state.

Class Struggle 
1.The Working Class 

The most effective form of resistance for the working class is collective. Notable here are the roles of labor unions and workers' political parties. By facilitating the collective, as opposed to merely individual, withholding of labor, the labor union increases the pressure that can be brought to bear on capital. The workers' political party can, through such legislative acts as minimum Wages, and minimum standards of health and safety at work, reduce the ability of capitalist firms to play workers off against each other. Legislation can also strengthen the powers of labor unions vis-à- vis capital. But whether or not worker organizations will emerge and, if they do, how effective they will be, is difficult to predict. Several factors should be considered here:

The free rider problem: It is in the rational self-interest of the worker to allow others to form a labor union, contribute towards its strike fund, etc., for whatever benefits the union extracts from management will benefit all workers, regardless of whether or not they are union members. On the other hand, one could argue that the incentives/disincentives vary according to the situations of particular workers: those who expect to remain in wage employment and/or in the same industry/firm have more to gain than the less permanent employee (e.g. the guest worker, the female who is in and out of the workforce). It may also be that historical experience teaches workers of the danger of the free rider problem and of the individualist rationality underlying it. Note that the free rider problem is one for the solidarity of the labor movement in general: i.e. the join/not-join decision occurs in a similar context to those of whether to scab or not, whether to come out on a sympathy strike or not, whether to demonstrate, etc.

The dependence on wage labor: This is a hard one to come to conclusions about. According to one argument access to alternative sources of means of subsistence - the wages of a spouse, a smallholding, unemployment compensation - makes workers more militant since they have more leverage with respect to capital. There is, however, a contrary argument that it is the sheer and utter dependence on one's own wage labor that fortifies the will to resist; supposedly for this reason the single working mother is likely to be more militant than the working wife who, according to the standard image, is in it just for the pin money.

Consciousness: Rooted in Marx's distinction between 'selling labor' and 'selling labor power' is a distinction in consciousness. To the extent that one recognizes that what one sells is labor power and that the wage = the value of labor power, then it is plain that the conflict of interest is endemic to capital and cannot be permanently resolved except by overthrowing that system. On the other hand, to the extent that one sees the problem as the price of labor, then it becomes not one of the relations of production but of (e.g.) the capitalist's greed, failures in state regulation (i.e. nothing necessarily to do with capitalism). In addition, it leads to a concern for supply and demand relations in labor markets and attempts to structure the labor market to one's own advantage. It, therefore, provides the context for capital to pre-empt the solidarity of labor by playing off one faction against another. This is the basis of the distinction between revolutionary consciousness and distributional or, what is sometimes called, trade union consciousness.

In many ways capitalist development creates conditions, quite inadvertently, which are either propitious for collective action or which make it vulnerable to labor's threats. Large factories facilitate communication among workers and make paternalist counteroffensives by capital more difficult. Likewise, as the technical composition of capital grows and capital becomes more and more committed to fixed capital of long life, so interruptions to production, to the soaking up of labor by the means of production, appear more threatening.

2.Capital

Much of what capital does to counter the resistance of labor takes the form of the initiatives of individual firms as in (e.g) recruitment of cheaper labor from elsewhere to break strikes, technical change to displace labor, deskilling. This, however, suggests that the ability of capital to dominate at any one time and place is, in part, contingent: contingent on, e.g., the state of technological development, the availability of labor reserves that can be drawn on.

Alternatively the ability of capitals to yield to labor's demands is also relevant to understanding the course of class struggle: it is not just a matter of the necessity to resist. How can we (e.g.) understand the fordist compromise aside from the - historically transient - ability of large US corporations to pass wage increases on in the form of higher prices and to appropriate value from the 'competitive' sector of the economy through their superior bargaining power?

Yet there are limits to action on the part of individual capitals. The collective activity of workers through labor unions forces capitals to come together to contest changes in labor law, in unemployment compensation provisions, etc. Here there is a free rider problem for capital as well: capitalist firms need to come together to put collective pressure on the state, but to the extent that there is pressure from some firms, your firm gains whether you are part of the collective or not. As in the case of labor, however, collective organizations do seem to emerge.

Class Conflict vs. Capital Logic 
According to capital logic arguments, capital, through the logic of its own development, is able to repress its own contradictions, and so eliminate resistance. A variety of arguments can be grouped under this heading. Some of them take their cue from Marx's concept of the real subsumption of labor to capital. According to this view, under real subsumption labor loses all sense of its own subjectivity and effectiveness. Due to capital's control of the labor process, its monopoly of understanding of the labor process, and its role in transforming it, labor comes to see itself as merely part of a capitalist mechanism: as utterly dependent and ineffective without capital. Capital comes to be seen as the prime mover of society and the worker as part of what is moved. Deskilled, workers blame themselves for their predicament. Labor sees itself as an aspect of capital itself, labor unions and workers' political parties become arms of capital dedicated to disciplining the workforce. (For a presentation of this view see Stanley Aronowitz, "Marx, Braverman and the Logic of Capital." Insurgent Sociologist 8:2,3 (1978): 126-146).

The concept of real subsumption has been applied to the cultural sphere. Capitalist intervention into mass culture, the commercialization of culture, the subordination of the media to the advertising industry, marginalize authentic working class culture and further mould consciousness in a way which entrenches capitalist domination.

Another line of thought looks more at the integration of the worker into capital through the granting of rights of citizenship, as in the form of the franchise. Adam Przeworski ("Social Democracy as a Historical Phenomenon." New Left Review #122 (1980)) is particularly good on this. The granting of the franchise, he argues, had several important effects. First, while it led to the formation of workers' political parties, to the extent that they sought representation in parliament they had to try to build alliances with those outside of the core of the class conscious proletariat. Only in this way could they hope to achieve a majority of legislative seats. In consequence workers have been mobilized, appealed to, as the poor, as consumers, and not as workers. Workers have to be appealed to in terms of immediate interests since class interest appeals would destroy the alliance.

A second effect is that parliamentary representation of the workers tends to have demobilizing effects. Working class democracy tends to decline as the (workers') political party asserts its need for some independence from its mass base, and discipline on the part of its membership if it is to bargain and negotiate effectively. See also, and in particular, Barry Hindess, The Decline of Working Class Politics. None of this is to argue that class antagonism is entirely suppressed: it rather seals off political representation as a means of expression. Instead class resentment is channeled into the ostensibly non-political, as in street crime. What are we to make of these arguments? There is certainly a capital logic element in Marx. This is, implicitly associated with real subsumption. When discussing formal subsumption Marx has quite a lot to say about class conflict (e.g. "one right against another") but not when he comes to discuss real subsumption; in fact, in the latter case (e.g) the industrial reserve army "curbs the pretensions of the working class.

Bourgeois Concepts of Class 

Here I want to draw your attention to two pieces of work, one Marxist and the other anti-marxist. Meiksins (in your readings) mounts a critique of the criteria of class that are common in mainstream social science and indeed, not coincidentally, in common parlance. These draw upon such criteria as occupation, skill differences, and income in order to come up with such groupings as 'the middle class', 'the upper class and 'the lower class'. The similarity to lay designations should be apparent here. Meiksins has two objections to this procedure. On the one hand the (supposedly) class differentials identified don't say anything about the central (Marxist) mechanism producing class - exploitation at the point of production. On the other hand, given a continuum like skill or income just where do you draw the line between 'classes'? Any line is bound to appear arbitrary.

Indeed, rather than having their origin in class formation at the point of production and in the relation of worker to capitalist, Meiksins argues that they have their origin in conflicts over distribution, and conflicts that are often within the working class rather than between the working class and capital, and they are certainly not conflicts over production relations and their reproduction. By their attempts to increase the scarcity of the labor of their own members, for example, labor unions produce income differentials within the working class Minimum wage legislation is one example of this since it tends to discriminate against those lacking skills and in favor of those who do have skills (i.e. union members). It does this by reducing the incentive for capitalists to employ the less skilled and hence less productive and employ instead those who are sufficiently productive to justify paying a minimum wage to. Note, however, that these conflicts over distribution are structured by the capital-labor relation and what it implies for worker insecurity and self-respect.

The origin of class conflict is the production relation. The problem is that it doesn't seem to generate two classes in 'reality' nor what is recognizably class conflict. However, we should not confuse underlying social structures with the concrete events which they generate; in explaining the latter we also have to take into account contingent conditions such as skill differences, gender, race, migrant status. Of particular significance as a contingent condition is the division of labor since it creates jobs with different labor market conditions and hence incomes and therefore incentives to preserve those market conditions underpinning income differences.

Parkin's critique of marxist class theory (Marxism and Class Theory) is obviously quite different in its assertions. While for Meiksins capital as a production relation has primacy over distributional struggle in class formation, Parkin wants to argue for the autonomy of distributional struggle. Production relations, he asserts, should not be granted theoretical primacy over distribution. Distributional groupings mobilize power and use that power to exploit other distributional groupings by limiting competition for resources. Parkin's argument here gains much of its apparent effectiveness from the failure of Marxism to explain (e.g.) racism, communalism, patriarchy, though we should note that past failure does not necessarily mean that it is impossible; in fact it is very possible. Indeed, the very notions of race and gender formation provide the bridge to explanation by allowing us to situate those processes within those of class struggle and accumulation. Parkin justifies his argument by deploying a number of Weberian concepts. Social closure is the process by which social collectivities seek to maximize rewards by restricting access to resources and opportunities to a limited circle of eligibles. In aristocratic societies eligibility is defined by lineage. In bourgeois society the two main exclusionary devices are ownership of the means of life; and professional qualifications and credentials. The use of both these is upheld by the coercive authority of the state (e.g. granting legal monopolies to professions; breaking up labor unrest). In usurpation subordinate groups try to counteract their subordinate professional distributional position by their own modes of closure (defining who is eligible) and using it as a means of mobilizing power on their behalf (e.g. the black civil rights movement). Finally Dual closure: This refers to the phenomenon of exploitation within the subordinate class; e.g. limiting the entry of foreign workers, union antagonism to women. Hence organized workers often engage in dual closure (usurpationary vis-à-vis capital and exclusionary vis-à-vis other, less organized groups). He adds that it probably requires less political energy to effect exclusionary social closure against a visible, vulnerable minority group than to mount successful usurpationary action against capital. Parkin also has some interesting things to say about the consciousness of subordinate groupings. Much depends on the criterion of eligibility for membership advanced by the dominant group. The crucial distinction here is between: inheritance of material and cultural goods (e.g. race, religion, lineage) and individualist criteria like innate capacity or performance. The use of collectivist criteria like race or lineage creates a subordinate group of a communal character with an intense self-identity. To the extent that collectivist criteria give way to individualist criteria (upward mobility through the educational system, access to business licenses) so the subordinate group becomes fragmented, disorganized, and unsure of itself.
Notes:
[1] From the point of view of capital, a ‘necessary’ stigmatization, one should point out. If being ‘on welfare’ was something people could take pride in, then it would do no good for the supply of labor and therefore for the wages capital would have to pay. 
[2] See, for example: S.Mitter, "Industrial Restructuring and Manufacturing Homework: Immigrant Women in the UK Clothing Industry" Capital and Class No.27 (1986), pp.37-80.
PAGE  
9

