Te Status of the Political in the
~ Concept of Class Structure

Iﬁ',fethinking the basic categories within Marxist theory over the past
menty years, Marxists have devoted considerable attention to the con-
cept of class. They have both reconceptualized the place of “class” in the
overall Marxist theory of society and social change and transformed the
conéépt itself.!

Many of the attempts at reconceptualizing have revolved around the
relationship between the political and the economic in class relations.
Traditionally, Marxists have regarded class structure as an economic
category. Whether defined by property relations or by production rela-
tions, class structure was understood in strictly economic terms. Capital-
ists appropriated surplus-value because of their location within economic
relations; workers produced surplus-value because they did not own
their own means of production and had to sell their labor-power to
capitalists. In this notion of a “class-in-itself,” politics entered the
analysis explicitly in only two ways: first, the state was seen as essential
for reproducing this structure of economic class relations and for setting
its legal presuppositions (guaranteeing contracts, enforcing property
rights, and so forth); and second, politics was seen as central to how
classes became organized in the class struggle. Indeed, the transition
from a “class-in-itself” to a ““class-for-itself” was traditionally viewed as a
movement from the purely economic existence of classes to their political
existence.

More recent Marxist analyses have stressed the importance of political
relations in the very definition of class relations. Not only does the state
establish the legal preconditions of property relations, but in a deep

el

L. For an overview of alternative perspectives on class within current Marxist debates,
see ‘Enk Olin Wright, “Varieties of Marxist Conceptions of Class Structure,” Politics &
Society, vol.'9, no. 3, 1981,
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sense those relations themselves have a political dimension. Different
theorists express that dimension in different ways — as power relations,
relations of domination and subordination, relations of control — but ip
all cases they assert a notion of class relations that necessarily embodies 3
political aspect. Even at the most abstract level, they have argued, 3
purely economic understanding of class relations is unsatisfactory.

John Roemer challenges this recent trend in class analysis in hig
article, “New Directions in the Marxian Theory of Class and Exploita-
tion.”? His central argument is that, at the most abstract level, classes can
be defined strictly in terms of ownership relations. Political factors enter
into the story only at “lower” levels of abstraction, particularly in the
institutional conditions necessary for maintaining the basic property
relations. In this chapter I will critically examine Roemer’s arguments in
support of this thesis. I will argue that while, as Roemer argues,
exploitation can be defined in purely economic terms, class cannot. Class
is an intrinsically political concept and for it to serve its explanatory
purposes it must have its political dimensions systematically represented
within the concept itself. Before making these arguments, however, I will
briefly situate the theoretical object of this discussion — class structure -
within a broader context of class analysis and discuss what is meant by
“political practices” and “‘political relations.”

Class Structure as an Element in Class Analysis

It is useful in discussing the concept of class to distinguish three separate
elements in a class analysis: class structure, class formation, and class
struggle. While each of these presupposes the other two and can be
defined only in terms of its connection with the other elements, it is
nevertheless important to make the distinctions. Class struggle refers to
the practices of individuals and collectivities in pursuit of class interests;
class formation designates the social relations within each class that

2. John Roemer, "New Directions in the Marxian Theory of Exploitation and Class,”
Politics & Society, vol. 11, no. 3, 1982, pp. 253-87. This chapter will not address Roemer’s
innovative strategy for defining exploitation using game-theory models, nor his develop-
ment and defense of the Class-Exploitation Correspondence Principle. I consider both of
these to be extremely important contributions to the Marxist theory of exploitation and
class. My critique is limited to the way Roemer deals with politics in his analysis. His claims
about domination could be modified without any fundamental change in his general
argument.
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Class Struggle

Class Formation

Class Structure
limits

Figure 3.1 Interconnections among Core Elements of Class Analysis

determine its capacity to pursue its interests; and class structure is the
social relations between classes that determine or shape basic interests
over which classes-in-formation struggle. These three elements, then,
are related as illustrated in Figure 3.1. The underlying structure of class
relations limits the possible forms of collective class organization and the
possible forms of class struggle. Within these limits class struggle trans-
forms both class structure and class formation. These tran.sformatlons
imply that the limits on class struggle (and on class formation) are not
permanently fixed but change in response to the struggleg. themselves. It
is in this sense that the model can be seen as ‘“dialectical”: struggles
transform the conditions of their own determination.

This model is, of course, purely formal in character. There is no
specific content given to any of the terms and no concrete propositions
about the nature of the limits and transformations involved. The model
provides a framework to specify a theory of class, but does not itself
constitute such a theory. .
One of the critical steps in developing a theory is to elaborate the logic
of each of the elements in the model. In this chapter I will focus on tl}e
concept class structure, particularly on the role of political relations. 1 vyﬂl
not, except in passing, discuss the role of the political in class formation
and class struggle. This is not to suggest that explicating the concept qf
class structure is somehow the key to the entire analysis, but simply that it
is a necessary starting point.

3. This model is, of course, a radically incomplete picture. The state, ideology,
nonclass relations and interests, and many other factors have been left out. It. is not meant
to show how all the aspects of class are determined but simply to eixp‘laul t}}e mteyrelflflom
ships among them. For a discussion of the precise meaning of “limits, §elect10n, and
“transformation” in this diagram and for further elaboration on what constitutes class, see
Erik Olin Wright, Class, Crisis and the State, London 1978.
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The Concept of the ‘“Political’’

In order to define the political, it is first necessary to define socia]
practice. Following Althusser, “practice” can be defined as humap
activity that transforms some raw material, using specific means of
production, into some product.4 Practices are thus human activitieg
viewed in terms of their transformative effects in the world. Different
practices are distinguished by the nature of the transformation (the
nature of the raw material, of the means of production, of the trans-
formative activity, and of the product). Economic practices can thus be
defined as those activities that produce and transform use-values; politi-
cal practices can be defined as those activities that produce and transform
social relations; and ideological practices can be defined as those actiy-
ities that produce and transform the subjective experience of those
relations. Concrete, observed activities of people typically involve each
of these types of practice. When workers work on an assembly line, they
simultaneously transform nature into useful products (an economic
practice) and produce and reproduce a particular structure of social
relations (a political practice) and particular forms of subjectivity (an
ideological practice).

These distinctions among practices correspond to distinctions among
social relations. Thus, economic relations can be defined as social
relations that shape or limit the activities of transforming nature; political
relations can be defined as those social relations that shape or limit the
activities of transforming social relations: and ideological relations can
be defined as those social relations that shape or limit the activities of
transforming subjectivity. Again, any concrete social relation may
involve all three types. Using the example of the factory, we might say
that the technical division of labor is primarily an economic relation in
that it systematically shapes the activities that transform nature; the
authority structure is primarily a political relation in that it systematically
limits the capacities of workers to transform the relations within which
they work; and the job structure (seniority, competition in internal labor
markets) is primarily an ideological relation in that it systematically
shapes the subjectivity of workers on the job.’

When we speak of “political practices” or “political relations,” the
terms should be understood as a shorthand for practices or social

4. See Louis Althusser, “On the Materialist Dialectic,” in Althusser, For Marx, New
York 1970, pp. 166 ff.

5. It would be incorrect, however, to say that such labels exhaust the character of
actual social relations within the factory. The technical division of labor also influences
capacities to transform social relations; authority relations also shape subjectivity; and so
on.
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krelations within which the political aspect is the most important. This
. may be quite difficult to determmp er'npx.rlcally in spec1ﬁf: cases, as in the
debate over whether educational institutions s.hould be Ylewgd as primar-
_jly ideological (producing forms of subjectivity) or primarily econor;xll.c
. (producing skilled labor-power) . We must nonetheless acknpwle(i.ge this
complexity of practices and relat'lons and set the agenda for investigating
the relationships among the various types. '
The focus here is on the political dimension of clggs structure (‘the
k étructure of class relations). As already stated, a political relatxpn s a
relation (or that aspect of a relation) that shape§ the practices of
transforming social relations. In these terms, the relations of domlr}atlon
and subordination are quintessentially political. To say that A d.ommate:s
B is to say that A not only tells B what to do or in othgr ways directs B’s
activities, but also that A has the capacity to constrain B’s atterppts a}t
transforming the relationship between A and B. To be a subordinate is
not simply to be in a position in which one is given ordgrs, but to bﬁ:
unable to transform the relationship of command—‘obe@ence. :ThlS is
what distinguishes following instructions or suggestions in a reciprocal
relationship and following orders in a hierarchical relation. They may be
behaviorally equivalent in a given instance, but they are structurally
quite distinct. . . N
The question at hand, then, is whether this particular polmcal aspect
of social relations — domination and subordination — is essential in
defining class relations. I will show in the next section that as John
Roemer argues, such relations of domination are not necessar.y'for a
definition of exploitation, but that they are necessary for a definition of
class relations.

Roemer’s Treatment of Domination in the Concepts of
Class and Exploitation

In his discussions of class and exploitation, Roemer adopts two rather
different stances toward domination. In the first part of his analysis he
argues that both class and exploitation can be specified strictly in terms of
the distribution of property rights, without any reference to domination
relations. At the end of the paper, when he introduces a game-t.heory
analysis of exploitation, he argues that there is an implied relation of
domination in the concept of exploitation and thus in class'as well. What I
will argue is that each of Roemer’s formulations is half right: class does
require domination relations; exploitation does not. . _

Let us first examine the strategy Roemer employs to investigate
exploitation and class as direct consequences of the distribution of




56 INTERROGATING INEQUALITY

property rights. His strategy is to examine several different economies
that differ only in the kinds of markets that are allowed in them and in the
character of the distribution of productive assets. In the course of these
investigations he proves two propositions, both of which may at first
glance seem quite surprising. First, he shows that exploitation can occur
in situations in which all producers own their own means of production,
and thus there is no domination whatsoever within the actual process of
production; and, second, he shows 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. Let us look at each
of these in turn.

Roemer demonstrates that exploitation can exist in an economy in
which every producer owns his or her own means of production and in
which there is consequently no market in either labor-power or means of
production; the only things that are traded are final products of various
sorts, but different producers own different amounts of productive
assets. The result is that some producers have to work more hours than
other producers to produce the exchange-equivalent of their own subsist-
ence. What Roemer shows in this simple economy is that the result of
trade among producers is not only that some producers work less than
others for the same subsistence, but that the producers who work less are
able to do so because the less-endowed producers have to work more.
Thatis, an actual transfer of labor occurs from the asset-poor to the asset-
rich. (The critical proof is that if the asset-poor person simply stopped
producing — died - the asset-rich producer would be worse off than
before and have to work longer hours.) Since in this economy the
exploiter clearly does not in any way directly dominate the exploited -
they both own their own means of production and use them as they
please — this example shows that exploitation does not presuppose
immediate domination relations. Of course, a repressive apparatus may
be needed to guarantee the property rights themselves - to protect the
asset-rich from theft of assets by the asset-poor — but no domination
directly between the rich and poor is implied.

The second analysis is more complex. It compares the class structures
on what Roemer calls a “labor market island” and a ‘“‘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 are labor-time minim-
izers for 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 not
allowed to sell labor-power but are allowed to borrow, at some interest
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_ rate, the means of production. Roemer then demonstrates two things.

_First, that on each island there is a strict correspondence between c}ass
. jocation (ownership of differing amounts of the means of production,
including no means of production) and exploitation status (haying one’s
surplus labor appropriated by someone else). This is his important
~ «class-Exploitation Correspondence Principle.” Second, he demon-
strates that the two class structures are completely isomorphic: every
individual on one island would be in exactly the same class on the other
island.
Tt is because of this strict functional equivalence of the labor-market
island and the credit-market island that Roemer concludes that domina-
tion plays no essential role in the most abstract definition of classes.
Roemer writes:

Exploitation can be mediated entirely through the exchange of produced
commodities and classes can exist with respect to a credit market instead of a
labor market — at least at this level of abstraction. In this analysis, coercion is
still necessary to produce Marxian exploitation and class. However, it suffices
for the coercion to be at the point of maintaining property relations and not at
the point of extracting surplus labor directly from the worker. . . . These
results thus force some re-evaluation of the classical belief that the labor
process is at the center of the Marxian analysis of exploitation and class. . . . I
have demonstrated that the entire constellation of Marxian *‘welfare” con-
cepts can be generated with no institution for the exchange of labor. Further-
more, this has been done at the level of abstraction at which Marxian value
theory is customarily performed.®

Political relations are important for institutionally reproducing class and
exploitation, but they are not essential in the very definitions of these
concepts.

This is not, however, the only assessment of domination made in
Roemer’s analysis. Toward the end of the paper, when a game-theory
approach is introduced, domination re-enters the analysis as a central
feature. The idea is to compare the different systems of exploitation by
treating the production system as a kind of game and asking if a coalition
of players would be better off if they withdrew from the game under
certain specified procedures. Different types of exploitation are defined
by the withdrawal rules that would make certain kinds of agents better
off. “Feudal exploitation” is defined as the situation in which agents
would be better off if they withdrew from the game with only their

6. Roemer, “New Directions,” p. 266.
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personal assets (that is, if they were freed from relations of persong}
bondage). Capitalist exploitation is defined as the situation in which
agents would be better off if they left the game with their per capita share
of total social assets (not just personal assets).

Roemer’s game is a clever and insightful device, but it immediately
runs into problems without additional specifications. For example, under
the rules laid out so far, the handicapped could be said to exploit the
nonhandicapped feudalistically, since the nonhandicapped would be
better off if they withdrew with their personal assets from the game ip
which the handicapped are aided. Even more damaging, perhaps, if two
islands, one rich and one poor, are arbitrarily grouped together even
though they have no relations with each other, the poor island would be
considered “exploited” capitalistically by the richer one (that is, it would
be better off if it withdrew from the game with its per capita share of the
combined assets of the two islands).

It is to avoid these and related problems that Roemer added a number

of further specifications of the game-theory approach in footnote 15 to
the paper. There he states:

a coalition § is said to be exploited at an allocation if two conditions hold: (1)
that S does better than at the current allocation by taking its payoff as
specified by the characteristic function of the game; and (2) that the comple-
ment of § (called S°) does worse than at the current allocation by taking its
payoff. . . . One way to pre-empt the invalid example might be to require a
third condition for exploitation, namely, (3) that $’ be in a relation of
dominance to S. Since dominance is undefined and is as elusive a concept as
exploitation, the addition of (3)isadhoc. . . and reduces the sharpness of the
game-theoretic characterization.’ i

This final criterion, Roemer’s reluctance to include it notwithstanding,
implies that a relationship of domination in some sense or other is
required for the definition of exploitation and class. The handicapped do
not dominate the nonhandicapped — indeed, if anything, the relations of
domination are in the opposite direction — and thus even if they receive
benefits from the assets of the nonhandicapped, they cannot be consid-
ered exploiters. Similarly, the poor island is not exploited by the rich
one, since even though it would benefit from getting its per capita share

—_——

7. Ibid., p. 277.
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¢ the two islands’ combined asscidts,8 there is no social relationship
~ ople of the two islands.
¢%N];enitsh?tptehaﬁ, in the discussion of the game-theory strategy of
, ﬁalyz?ng class and exploitation, Rgemer was compelled to mtro_duge
_1ations of domination into the basic definition of clas§, 'w'herejas in .hIS
krelz;‘no discussion he was not? It is because, I think, the initial dlsCUSS}on
. 1ce;nﬁned to the problem of exploitation and class within commodlty-
' ;:‘::ra:)sducing economic systems, whereas the game-theory discus31.0fn was
_designed to explicate the problem across more fundam@ntally dif erent
- economic systems, including non-commodlty»prqducmg economles(i
_ Since feudalism, for example, revolvets. around relations of bon'dage ant
" "s'ince this is at the heart of the deﬁmtlpn of fggdal class relations, 1; is
impossible to generate a purely economic deﬁmnon of feudal classes: S0-
called extra-economic coercion must bg conmder@d part.of the definition
_ of class relations in feudalism, not 51mpl.y an mst]Futlonal. b'ounclilary-
setting political process. Within commodlty-producmg societies, ow-
_ever, it appears that political relations are separated from economic
relations, and it becomes possible to talk about classes and property
rights as if they did not imply domination. - .
This view of the relationship between class exploitation in commodlt)f-
producing systems is, I believe, incorrect. Let us return to Roemer’s
discussion of simple commodity production angl the two market
“islands.” In each of these analyses Roemer conv1n01ngly shows the.lt
¢xploitation can be specified strictly in terms of property rights and their
distributions. Domination enters the story of exploitation only extern-
ally, in the enforcement of property rights therr}selves. . N
But what about class relations? Here we notice that there isa critical
difference between the analysis of simple commodity production and the
two islands. In the simple commodity-producing case there are, in
Roemer’s view, no classes properly speaking, since al.l actors haye the
same relationship to the means of production, whereas in the two islands
we do have classes: a class of owners and a class of non-owners. But why

8. I would want to add a fourth criterion to Roemer’s three: the two groups not on}y
must exist in a relationship of domination and subordination, but this relationship rgustfm
some sense causally explain the inequalities between the two groups. P_rxson gxijay S’thgi
example, dominate prisoners, and the prisoners would be better off materially (Ep l(;];ssets
respects) if they withdrew from the prisqn w1.Ih their per capita share of thtls)cor?h ine assets
of guards and prisoners (or indeed with just their personal as§ets), ut d gy a e not
necessarily exploited by the guards, since the income of the gugrds is not gaine lybv1r e of
their domination of prisoners (that is, they do not appropriate any surplus la og tr.t n
prisoners). Roemer’s second criterion — that S’ b'e wor‘se'o.ff— touch;s on this 1s§ue£1 u 1t 11
possible for §” to be worse off even if its position in the initial game did not explain the 1pf1t;]a
inequalities. (The situation in the prison example would be quite different, of co;xrsec,il ng
guards obtained services from prisoners. Then part gf the lnegua!xty between c(;l.ar s a

prisoners would be causally explained by a relationship of domination and subordination.)
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does owning matter to such an extent

Roemer there are people who may live

final consumption - rich
high and low levels of toil). Why is not the distinction “rich” and “pogr»
itself a class distinction?

The reason is that the rich do not dominate the poor in the simple
commodity-producing society. No social relationship binds them directly
to each other in a relation of domination and subordination. In both the
credit-market island and the labor-market island, however, the Owners
and non-owners are directly bound together in relations of dominatiop
and subordination. There is thus a crucial difference between having few
assets, but still enough to produce one’s own means of subsistence, and
having no assets, and thus having to either sell one’s labor-power or rent
the assets of others. Rich asset-owners do not directly tell the poor
owners what to do — they do not directly dominate them. However,
kind of social relation is generated between the asset-owner
owner: owners do dominate non-owners.

This implies that the property rights have a different social content in
the two cases. In the simple commodity-producing economy, property
rights only specify a set of effective powers over things — productive
assets. While of course such effective powers imply that one has the right
to exclude other people from using those assets (or to prevent them from
taking them), the right itself implies no ongoing relationship in which
effective powers over people are exercised. In the credit-market and
labor-market economies, property rights imply a set of effective powers
over both things and people. The owner of assets not only has the right to
use those assets but the right to control in specific ways the behavior of

people who have no assets but who desire to gain access to assets. The
labor contract and the credit contract both imply a relation of domination —
an agreement on the part of those without assets to follow certain orders
from those with assets.

Because property rights in the labor-market and credit-market islands
entail such relations of domination and subordination, the exploitation
relations in this case constitute a class relation and not simply a basis of
inequality.” Exploitation without domination, or domination without

asset-
anew
and the non-

—_—

9. G. A. Cohen makes a similar point in his discussion of classes and subordination.
He argues that the distribution of ownership rights specifies class relations only when
combined with refations of subordination and domination. See G. A. Cohen, Karl Marx's
Theory of History: A Defense, Princeton, N.J. 1979, pp. 69-70.

as to warrant the dcsignation
“class”? In the simple commodity-producing society depicted by

a life of relative leisure because of
the heavy toil of others. With relatively little modification of the condi.
tions of his story we could also have people with very different levelg of
and poor standards of living (rather thap just
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seation, do not constitute class relations. Domination by 1ts§lf, such
“lmtafl i’son guards over prisoners, may be a form of oppression, but
e ression. Similarly, exploitation without domination is not a
o ?PSI; relations. Children certainly appropriate the surplus labor
“ (?f ) arents but do not (at least in the normal sense of the.te.rm)
h‘fgtg ihem ;md thus cannot be considered a “ruling class” within a
mi

0
A is thus correct when he asserts that analyzing the 'lab'or
'i‘ ROGH;: rno\t essential to specify the minimum conditions for cap1tah§t
i But he is wrong when he asserts that the labor process is
Xplmtano;ls'ential for an abstract understanding of class relations in
= let : At a very minimum, the capitalist labor process must be
5 ltSIga as a structure of relations within which capitahgts have the
Jund:éist; to dominate workers. For ownership to be the basis of. a clas?
felIthion, ownership rights must imply domination over the act1v1;ya(r)e
kers. And this is indeed what the analyses of the labor process a
;O;c;ned with: the forms of domination that govern laboring activity

_ within production.'!

Implications for Class Analysis

. The argument that the political is intrinsic to the concept of (;lassl.at svc;rsx
“‘ the highest level of abstraction has a number of important implicatio

10. But note: where fathers both exploit and dominate thexrf chlldr?réiaasss 1:;123301:; some
SOCiCtieS, e father-hChild rtelitio?e:O;:lga?lebceo:fglgf:ée?hzt g(r)r;rlli?lation also enters the
e will see in the next chapter, : °
anall;s.isAosfvcvapitalist class relations because workers will gcneraél)f pref;tért?olal;ct);, a(:rz;( Lor\sv;to
e e Capit;]lliStS- D}?'H:S ag(r)?nlstrt:gistiziigid;?x?srt terms% to transform
re hired, £ , :
f:l;z?}lyoairrfoig?oligggro. nlcleocterr?gr? in a personal communication, has (Zibjce[(i:(t)idotfowg:li
argum%m ocors i povatiet i otf domli)?:rtrllogf cc);pi?:lisgtrso‘l‘]cnt?;a:&agt"tggc;eotl;er. Thus, just
f:ff?vl;;?z’ gi'zzll((:l;se:js &fﬂizlbtl(;r; ZF éﬁeating in contracts among capitahs“ts hm ?15 %’bisérf}-,c;
:flalysis of capitalism, Roemer argues we should bracket the prcgll)lemo(f)fs . gh iz;‘ ér;%i e
contracts between workers and capitalists, even though the pro t.f:ms ey i
be massively important in understanding the concrete mStltL\hIO? vor offort arablem &
production. Roemer’s argument here hinges on thq view that th e ii] o o rclatione,
strictly analogous conceptually to capitalists cheating each ;)tt er ot cechanags e
There is, however, a fundamental differenc_e in the two cases. nhcr?(cj ;SJ e e e
symmet;ical, and thus cheating is equally likely to occur on bot i;} ee - Both par ing.
exchange therefore have identical basic interests with respe(c:it tﬁ rgblem  toerivers
The capital-labor exchange is radically asymmetrical, anf he r:alation atod by i
extracting labor effort from workers is an mhergnt part of ;1 e Sr ation ereated Y oo
el it im'rinSiC? llyocpi)léxf"f;c(;]fttngi;(;)sittsal‘f&b;f rzlation that only enters
ination is not a contingent pr relal
;is; lli)fvoer;ligsct:llogf lzsxbstraction; itg is an essential aspect of the relation itself.
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for class analysis. I will discuss several of these: implications for the labor
theory of value; implications for the defense of the Marxist concept o
implications for the more
concrete elaboration of the concept of class in capitalist Societieg;
implications for the problem of classes in socialism; and implications fo;

class against its various bourgeois rivals;

the general Marxist analysis of modes of production.

The labor theory of value

Roemer argues that the justification for choosing labor-power as the
numeraire commodity for defining value and exploitation is that it is
uniformly distributed throughout the population. This property is essen-
tial for a “‘proper” theory of exploitation, that is, a theory that classifies
the poor as exploited and the rich as exploiters. Only labor-power,
Roemer argues, has this property since “no produced commodity is
uniformly distributed, since proletarians are dispossessed of all pro-
ductive assets.”'? Furthermore, the purpose of the theory is to explain
class struggle between capitalists and workers, and the use of labor.
power does indeed generate a theory of exploitation that corresponds to
the polarization between capitalists and workers.

Once we add domination relations directly into our idea of class, a
different kind of argument can be built for the use of labor-power as the
numeraire commodity or, equivalently, for the use of labor time as the
metric for exploitation. Labor time, as opposed to any other metric for
the surplus product, is simultaneously a measure of appropriation rela-
tions and domination relations. It is a measure of how much product is
appropriated and how much human time is dominated through that
appropriation. As appropriators, exploiting classes appropriate surplus
products in one way or another, and if the appropriation relation was
sufficient to define class relations, any basic good could provide a
satisfactory metric for the quantitative aspect of class relations. But, asI
have argued, the concept of class is intrinsically a political concept as
well. The ideal metric of exploitation, therefore, should capture both
aspects of class relations. Labor time does do this, for it identifies how
much laboring activity is appropriated by virtue of domination in
production. '3

To justify the choice of labor time as the metric of exploitation we

12. Roemer, “New Directions,” p. 274.
13. Labor time is, of course, only a quantitative measure of domination relations, not
qualitative. Labor time by itself does not provide an adequate way of analyzing domina-

tion, but it is the one metric of value that expresses both the magnitude of the product and
the magnitude of domination.
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, ination relations are as central to class relations as
o arguerti}al?it()gorr:ll;t?gr?s. While I have shown that domination rela-
- apprqgl lied in Roemer’s analysis even though he relegates them to
Qns ?(ljrel illzlportance, I have not yet provided a general argument in
= '? royf their importance in a class analysis. To do so, I will turn to a
c‘(l)ill);arrison of Marxist and non-Marxist concepts of class.

MarXiSt versus non-Marxist concepts of class

Non-Marxist concepts of class typically .tak'e one of two forr;ls: elct:;:;
. they are structured around categories of distribution wFthouft rde erﬁznation
domination, or they are structured around categories 0 .omml on
without reference to distribution. In the ﬁfst of these tend.enmes, clas s
_ defined either directly in terms of distributional outcomes (mcomes) ori
. terms of the proximate determinants of those outfzomes (occu%)att.f;s ?);
| “market capacity” — the Weberian apprloac.:h). In either case, relati N
_ domination are either absent from or mgdental to the dlscl:u;mgn.hren_
second tendency, most explicitly found in the work of Rg P laﬁonS
| dorf, defines classes solely in terms of power, f),r' authont.y rg:tat. nai
There are “‘command classes” and “'obey classes. in every institutio !
sphere of the society, with no special status being given to economi
| ms};;ffd?&im account of class subsumes bpth of these images of cltahss
relations through the concept of exploitgtlon. Class re}a_ﬁons tare rie(:
unity of appropriation relations (the Mgrx1§t way of theorl.zmg> ca efgilass
of distribution) and domination. The ]ustlﬁ(%atl.on for thlS' view ;) ‘
relations rests on two arguments. First, w1th1r.1 produgtlon relations,
domination without appropriation and approprlatlgn wighout dodmlil;l-
tion are unreproducible structures of sgmal _rel.atxons. Seconl ,t the
coincidence of domination and appropriation Wlthll’l pI'Odl.lCUOl'l rela 1ck>lnsl
provides the basis for understanding collectge actors in the epoc ba
processes of social conflict and social change. ” The first of these can be

. 14. This does not mean that in every social position, dominattibon tel;bdlca;;;t)rigzgzigr;
. : inct : lete non-correspondence cannot be s .
perfectly coincide but that a comp 1 €s e and lowor managoment o
ible i itali tion for certain positions — middle and low nt |
possible in capitalist productior t ddie an I aeropiation
i i lation to workers without being t
example — to be in a domination relat ihout being in a6 appropriation
i is ki inci heart of the idea of “‘contradictory
relation. This kind of noncoincidence is the ntradietory locatons
ithi ions,” to decode the class logic of “mi ta.
within class relations,” a concept developed . e
i isi. ter 2. What I am excluding as a p
See Wright, Class, Crisis and the State, c.hap : [ : e
structurec of production relations is one in which power is completely divorced fro
appropriation. o i
pplSP“Epochal social change” refers to fundamental, qualitative transforma;xorrlsa(t)ifjga1
societs/’s social structure. In the Marxist tradition this revolves around a transfor
from one mode of production to another.
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termed the *‘conditions of existence” argument, the second, the “histor-
ical materialism” argument. Let us briefly examine each in turn.

The first thesis states that within the social relations of production any
time the relations of domination and appropriation cease to correspond
with each other the situation would be highly unstable and tend toward 4
restoration of correspondence. Imagine, for example, that as the result
of a series of labor reforms, workers organized in militant trade unjong
won the capacity to collectively organize the process of work, including
the capacity to allocate labor and the means of production to different
purposes, but that the rights to the products produced with these meang
of production, and thus the appropriation of the surplus product,
remained in private hands. Capitalists could not tell workers what to do
or fire them, but because they owned the means of production and
appropriated the surplus product they could effectively veto any invest-
ment decision made by workers (for example, they could decide to
consume their surplus rather than let it be used productively). This would
be a situation in which appropriation brought with it no immediate power
of domination, and domination was unaccompanied by appropriation. In
such a situation it seems likely that either workers would attempt to
extend their powers to include actual appropriation or that the appro-
priators’ capacity to block investments would become a new means of
domination, thus undermining or limiting the apparent domination of
production by workers.

A radical non-correspondence between appropriation and domina-
tion within the relations of production cannot endure for long periods of
time. There are two basic reasons for this. First, the appropriation of
surplus products requires power. Direct producers usually do not like to
toil for the benefit of exploiting classes, and unless there are coercive
mechanisms at the disposal of the exploiting class to force them to do $0,
the level of exploitation is likely to decline. Second, unless relations of
domination enable people in positions of domination to command
resources, that domination quickly reaches severe limits. In the end, it is
the capacity to command the use of the social surplus that provides the
material basis for effective domination within the relations of
production.

A concept of class that unites the relations of domination and appro-
priation, therefore, is structured around the necessary conditions of
existence of both domination and appropriation. But Marxist theoretical
claims go beyond this kind of functional or reproductive argument.
Historical materialism, in its various incarnations, is an attempt to
understand the conditions and dynamics of epochal social change and
social conflict, not simply the conditions for the reproduction of stable
structures of social relations. To define class as the unity of domination
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d appropriation is meant also to provide a way of understanding these

¢ lems‘ . . - -
(»);z defense of historical materialism (or more accurately, of a modified

sion of historical materialism) lies out.side‘ t.he scope of this ch?plter,
put I will offer a few comments on the suxtal?l.llty of thf: concept of ¢ '2}518
":‘ ing discussed here for the theoretical ambitions of historical material-
?e 16 The heart of social change necessarily revolves arognd the trans-
- ations of the social use and allocation of productive tlme' and
fo;g]urces. This has two important implications for the present d'ls.cus-
~'~:sxon. First, since class struggles are structured by the social reldtlon;
_ within which laboring time and resources are gllocated and used,hsuhcl

1 ,,étruggles are always implicated in epochal §001al change (alth;)ug th is
_ does not imply that all such change is reducible to class struggles; other
_kinds of contlict, involving other sorts of.acto.rs anFl determinations, may
_ also be of great importance in specific hlstor}aﬂ cx.rcumstances).
Second, any social movement, whatever 1.ts social base and \x:'ha‘te\{erl
its logic of development, that pursues projects of' fundamentfil socrad
change ultimately faces the problems of reorganizing hO\y time an
resources are controlled. If the system of cla§s relathns is left intact, then
there are clear limits to the range of possible social changes. If those
limits are to be surpassed, then the social movergent m.us_t bea mqvemgnt
for the transformation of class relations. Ethnic, rehglous,.natlonal?st,
and other non-class movements are thus forced to engage in clz}ss-llke
struggles, struggles that systematically transform basic ;lass re‘:lat'lons'.

To summarize: non-Marxist accounts of class stress either dlstrlpupon

(appropriation) or domination, but not the unity of these two within a
concept of class exploitation. The Marxist attempt to combine these two
elements within a single concept produces a much _more powerfpl
theoretical tool, both in terms of analyzing the conditions o'f the exis-
tence of classes (the relational requirements of thejr reproductlor}) and in
terms of analyzing the conditions for epochal sogal transformation. For
both of these purposes it is essential in analyzmg class structures that
classes be understood as having a political dimension even at the highest
level of abstraction.

Implications for the concrete investigation of class structures

Abstract concepts are to be evaluated not only for thei'r logical presuppo-
sitions and coherence, but for their usefulness in more concrete

i 51 istori iali i knesses, see Andrew
16. For my views on classical historical materialism and 1ts weaknesses, ¢
Levine and Er};k Olin Wright, “Rationality and Class Struggle,” New Left Review, no. 123,
1980.
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investigations. One of the advantages of a concept of class that is defineg
explicitly in terms of the unity of exploitation and domination relationg is
that it provides a strategy for examining capitalist class relations at more
concrete levels.

For example, such a concept provides a way of understanding the class
character of managerial positions within capitalist production. Managerg
can generally be understood as locations within the social relations of
production that (1) dominate the working class, (2) are dominated by the
bourgeoisie, and (3) are exploited by capital, but (4) are exploited to 3
lesser extent than are workers. Whereas the capitalist class and the
working class are perfectly polarized on both the domination and
exploitation dimensions, managers occupy what I have termed elsewhere
a “contradictory location within class relations.”!” They are simulta-
neously in the capitalist class and in the working class, occupying class
locations that have some of the relational characteristics of each class. If
capitalist class relations are defined exclusively in terms of exploitation
relations, then most managers would fall into the working class. The
specification of class in terms of both exploitation and domination thus
provides a strategy for more concrete analyses of class.

The analysis of socialist exploitation and class

One of the most promising lines of investigation opened up in Roemer’s
work is the strategy for analyzing exploitation in socialist societies.
Roemer suggests that socialist exploitation should be understood in
terms of inequalities generated by the distribution of “inalienable
assets,” that is, skills. The exploiters in socialism are those who possess
skills; the exploited are the unskilled. Given Roemer’s formal criteria for
exploitation, this would be a reasonable way of characterizing the
distributional outcomes of skill inequalities in socialist societies.

The question, however, is whether or not this kind of exploitation can
be considered a class relationship. If, in addition to benefiting from an
exploitive redistribution, the skilled also dominated the unskilled, then
this relationship would constitute a class relation. However, unlike the
possession of alienable assets, the sheer possession of skills does not

17. See Wright, Class, Crisis and the State, chapter 2. In subsequent work, especially in
Classes, 1 critized this particular strategy for understanding the class location of managers.
Instead of seeing managers as a special position defined by domination and appropriation, [
argued that managers should be seen as exploiting workers through a distinctive mechanism
based in their control of organizational resources. More recently, in “Rethinking, Once
Again, the Concept of Class Structure” (chapter 8 in The Debate on Classes), 1 have
criticized this second formulation and proposed a conception closer to the one discussed
here. For a brief discussion of these issues see pp. 250-51 below.
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o il domination of the skilled over the unskilled. Thus, it is
}‘lec'zli)lllg fc? t?ria(?gine a situation in which the skilled still received an
kosi)itive redistribution of income, even though production was con-
exriled by democratic bodies of workers that decide on production
trr(i)orities and procedures and that give orders to bpth skilled and
_ unskilled workers. This would be the case, for exarqple, 1f_the only way of
_inducing people to acquire skills is thrqugh heavy incentives Fhat effect-
_jvely redistribute income from the unskilled to thft skilled. Thls does not
mply, however, that within the actual organization of ongoing produc-
. tion it was the skilled workers who dominated the unskilled wor‘ke.:rs‘ In
_ guch a situation, the skilled could reasonably be regarded as a privileged
_ stratum of workers, but not as a different class. . .
__ The two kinds of “‘socialist” societies we have described are likely to
_ have very different forms of social conflict, even though they may share a
similar pattern of distribution. If the skllled afttually domma.ted the
unskilled as well as exploited them, soc1a'l conflicts woul.d be hkely to
crystallize between the unskilled and slglled. If the skilled recc;wed
exploitative redistributive benefits, but did not cllommate the unsklllgd,
conflicts would be less likely to take on a class.—llk_e character. Conﬂxf:ts
might develop over the motivational underpinnings of the incentive
structures, but they would not necessarily develop between. the.skllled
and unskilled. If, however, we fail to distinguish. these two situations by
failing to incorporate the notion of domination into the specification of
class relations, then in both cases skilled and unskilled would have to be
regarded as antagonistic classes.'®

Modes of production

I argued earlier that to include the political in the struct.ural. deﬁpition Qf
class would facilitate a class analysis of the social conflicts implicated in

18. The conditions under which socialist “exploitation” bccomei crystallized as a new
form of class structure bears directly on what Ro;mer”terms s’tatus exploitation.
Although not analyzed extensively in his “New Directions, Roemer’s status exploitation
Tefers to situations in which a person receives exploitative net redistributions not by vflfrituc
of ownership of private property or skills, but by virtue of incumbency in s?rptetg ncZ;
typically of a bureaucratic character. I would argue that when soc1alls‘t exploi da lOWith
defined by Roemer becomes a form of class relations, that is, when it coinci es v
relations of domination, it will also tend to generate what‘Roeme.r ca}ls saatus :cxploxtat(xjgn,
but which might more apropriately be called “‘bureaucratic exploitation.”” While according
to traditional Marxism, socialism is not a new mode of production but rather a transition
from a class society (capitalism) to a classless one (communism), the concept ofl Aburelals:
cratic or status exploitation suggests the existence of a form of postcapitalist cla
relations, a new mode of production altogether. For a further elaboration of these issues,
see chapter 6 below.
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epochal social change. In this final section I will examine how this
definition of classes affects the theoretical specification of the “‘epochg»
themselves, that is, of “modes of production.”

In distinguishing capitalism and feudalism as modes of production,
Marxists have usually stressed that feudal exploitation required “extra.
economic” coercion whereas capitalist exploitation was purely “ecq.
nomic.” This formulation was typically accompanied by the claim that ip
feudalism politics and economics (or the state and production) were
institutionally fused in the social organization of the feudal manor,
whereas in capitalism the political and the economic are institutionally
separated.

The argument of this chapter challenges this traditional view of the
modes of production. Classes in both capitalism and feudalism imply
domination, and not simply system-preserving coercion, but domination
directly within the social organization of production itself. The issue is
where the coercion is located, how it is organized, and how it ig
articulated to other aspects of the system of production (technical,
ideological, and so forth). Instead of seeing the contrast between capital-
ism and feudalism as economic exploitation versus extra-economic coer-
cion, the contrast should be formulated as follows: class exploitation
based on non-coercion outside the labor process and on coercion inside
the labor process versus class exploitation based on coercion outside the
labor process and on self-determination inside. The issue, then, is how
the political dimension of the production relations is linked to the
economic dimension of those same relations. !

This way of understanding production suggests a simple typology of
modes of production, as shown in Table 3.1.2  wi] briefly discuss three
implications of this typology for class analysis: the problem of class
formation, the analysis of politics in general, and the transition between

_

19. Ellen Meiksins Wood, in an important article, “The Separation of the Economic
and Political in Capitalism,” New Left Review, no. 127, May-June 1981, pp. 66-95, makes a
similar argument. She characterizes capitalism as a social system in which politics are made
private (that is, removed from the ““public sphere™) through the organization of **politics of
production” within the private factory. In feudalism, the political dimension of production
coincided with the political dimension of the state - both were united in the feudal lord, and
thus the politics of production had a “public” character. In capitalism, it is not that the
political and the economic are institutionally separated, but that the political dimensions of
production are institutionally separated from the state. For related arguments on politics of
production, see Michael Burawoy, “The Politics of Production and the Production of
Politics,” Political Power and Social Theory, vol. 1, ed. Maurice Zeitlin, Greenwich, Conn.
1979.

20. This typology is only a first approximation. To deal effectively with such modes of
production as the ““Asiatic mode of production” or (if it is a legitimate concept) the “'state
bureaucratic mode of production,” various distinctions within the category “‘coercion
outside of the labor process™ would have to be made. I will not explore these issues here.
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Table 3.1 Typology of Modes of Production

Political Dimension Political Dimension Inside

tion
d¢ of Productio Outside the Labor Process the Labor Process

Domination Domination. '
Domination Self-determination
Self-determination Domination

Self-determination Self-determination

| raditionally, Marxists have understood tiie process of class formation as
y transition from a “class-in-itself,” which was seen as an economic
category, to a ‘“class-for-itself,” which was seen as a political category.
. The analysis presented here suggests th_at classes_ can never be seen as
,,,pufely economic categories, even at their most di.sorgamzed aiid atom-
ized. They are always political. This suggests i}iat instead pf seeing class
_formation as a one-dimensional process of political formation, we should

_develop a typology of class formations. Classes can be formeii .arour.id the
_ political dimensions of production relations, around th_e political dimen-
sions of the state, or around both. Without attempting to defend.the
argument, I suggest the simple typology of working-class formations
shown in Table 3.2.

litics
Iljgliltics cannot be analyzed simply as state-centered political processes
and practices, that is, as politics oriented _toward and structured by the
state apparatuses. Instead, political analysis should chiis on the‘ flrticula—
tion of what Michael Burawoy has called ““global politics” zind produc—
tion politics” — politics organized 51round the state and politics organized
within the process of production.?! Burawoy, fpr example., gnalyzes the
relationship between these two sites of politics m.the transition from ihe
colonial to the independent state in Zambia, paying pazrztlcular attention
to the politics of production in the mining sector.?? The mode of

21. See especially Michael Burawoy, “Terrains of Contest,” Socialist Review, no. 58,

1981. L
22. See Michael Burawoy, “The Hidden Abode of Underdevelopment,” Politics &

Society, vol. 11, no. 2, 1982.
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Table 3.2 The Political Dimension of Class Formation

Formation Centered on
Production Politics

Political Formation of
Working Class

Formation Centered on
State Politics

Syndicalist Yes No
Reformist

social democratic No Yes
Revolutionary Yes Yes

production in mining, Burawoy argues, can best be characterized as a
“colonial mode of production,” a variant of capitalism that depended
upon coercive forms of labor control and on certain forms of extra-
economic coercion outside of the labor process. The whole social organ-
ization of the mines was built around this particular form of production
during the colonial period. Burawoy then observes what happens when
there is a drastic change in the form of the state and an accompanying
change in the character of global politics, while the structure of the
production system in the mines remains relatively unchanged. This
meant in Zambia that global politics and production politics no longer
corresponded with but instead contradicted each other.

Transitions between modes of production

The classic Leninist position on the transition between capitalism and
socialism was that the proletariat had to smash the capitalist state
apparatus and construct a new kind of state — a proletarian form of the
state — that would enable the working class to be stabilized as a ruling
class. Expropriating the means of production from the capitalist class
plus restructuring the state were sufficient to consolidate socialism and
accordingly to ensure the transition to communism. As became clear in
Lenin’s praise of Taylorism (scientific management), one-man manage-
ment, and so on, no fundamental restructuring of production politics was
deemed necessary.

The argument of this chapter suggests that the transition from capital-
ism to socialism requires a change in production politics as well as in
global politics. If workers are dominated within production relations, it is
hard to see how they could become a dominant class in any meaningful
sense of the word, even if private ownership of the means of production
were abolished. Under such conditions a new class system is likely to
emerge in which public appropriation of the surplus product would
combine with new forms of domination over direct producers. It is only
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when the political dimension of production relations and thus of class
relations is recognized that such a new class system can be adequately
_theorized. If forms of appropriation of surplus labor are the only
_ criterion for class, and if modes of production are understood in purely
economic terms, then the public appropriation of the surplus product
_ pecomes ipso facto socialist production.

John Roemer’s work is one of the few genuinely novel contributions to
the Marxist theory of exploitation and class to be produced in recent
_ years. It opens up possibilities not only for deepening our understanding
of exploitation within a Marxist perspective but for critically assessing the
competing claims made by the different theoretical traditions. His analy-
sis is less satisfactory when he extends his idea of exploitation to the
problem of class. The value of the Marxist concept of class lies in the way
itlinks together economic and political relations within a single category.
Classes are not determined solely by relations of exploitation or by
relations of domination, but by the two together. If domination is
ignored or made marginal, as it is in some of Roemer’s analysis, the
concept of class loses much of its power in explaining social conflict and
historical transformation.





