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11.0 OBJECTIVES

In this unit, you will learn about the essence of all Marxian writings- i.e. the idea
of antagonistic classes and a struggle between them on the basis of their
contradictory interests. This idea remains at the crux of all Marxian concepts and
helps in understanding all of them. This makes these the most important concepts
in Marxian literature. After going through the unit, you should be able to:
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* Understand Marxian definition of class

* Differentiate it from the general understanding of the term

* Explore the nature of two significant classes under capitalism

* Elucidate the basic features of a capitalist society

* Distinguish several other social classes that emerge in capitalism
* Understand the Marxian concept of Class Struggle

* Explore Neo-Marxian analysis of Class and

* Provide a critique of Marxian analysis of Class stratification

11.1 INTRODUCTION

The term ‘class’ refers to the various divisions in society on the basis of socio-
economic status of different individuals. It implies that individuals with similar
lifestyle, income sets, educational qualifications could belong to the same set of
class. However, Karl Marx conceptualised the term from his materialist position.
He did not define ‘class’ in terms of education, status or income. According to
him, an individual’s class is determined by his relationship to the means of
production. In each society, the means or the forces of production are owned and
controlled by a group of individuals, who together form what he calls the ‘ruling
class’ of that particular society. This class, in the Marxian understanding, is
opposed to the class of individuals, which does not own any means of production
or owns only its labour power. That is how comes the famous Marxian dictum
from his Manifesto of the Communist Party, in this context, ‘The history of all
hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles.” According to Marx,
therefore, the very engine of historical change is class struggle.

112 MARXIAN DEFINITION OF CLASS

Karl Marx viewed the structure of society through the lens of its various classes
and the struggle between them. In this way, class became integral to the social
understanding of Marx; as for him, structure became both - the derivative as well
as the ingredient of the struggle between the different classes of society. He,
therefore, held a conflict view of society. The basic Marxian concept which helps
us understand this view is his idea of class. Marx defines class in the backdrop of
his discussion on capitalism. For him, class is defined by the relations, which are
developed by the virtue of having or not having - the ownership of property or the
means of production. While one class owns the means of production, the other
does not. Such an economic basis, according to Marx, more appropriately shape
up the social relationships under capitalism, than in the pre-industrial societies.
Such societies also contained social groupings, which could be classified as
classes; even though the nature of their distinction was not purely economic; they
could be elites even on the account of their profession - knights, priesthood or
military elite, etc.



The Marxian definition of class is a constitutive of three basic features - Group
basis, means of production and conflict.

11.2.1 Group Basis

A social class, according to Marx is an aggregate of individuals with a particular
characteristic. The individuals, as such can be the members of a particular social
class; but the term “class’ in itself acquires a real meaning, when it is referred to a
group as a whole. Also, when the class situations of a group of individuals are
similar, they come to act similarly. For instance: The group of individuals which
are similarly placed with respect to the control or ownership of the means of
production; become the members of the same social class. This very definition of
class can be termed as Marx’s concept of class in itself. The constituting members
of such a particular social class, possess identical interests; even though they are
conscious of it or not. The working classes have common interests against the
capitalist classes. Thus, the actual dividing force in any given society across the
world, in the Marxian understanding from the perspective of common interests; is
neither religion, language nor gender; it is a social class.

But, there is another conception of class, which is found in the Marxian writings.
It is the idea of class for itself. It is defined by the group of individuals, who
unlike the previous set of groups are conscious of the commonality of their
interests. On the basis of this ideation, Marx rejects the peasantry as a class for
itself. The peasantry is a class in itself, because its members occupy identical
positions with respect to the relations of production, but because peasants are
disaggregated into separate villages, they do not become conscious of their
identical interests. And thus, they are not recognised as a class for itself,
according to Marx.

11.2.2 Means of Production

For Marx, classes emerge from the relationship of the group of individuals to the
means or processes of production. He lists a number of social classes
characterised by different historical ages and their specific modes of production;
such as the freeman and slave, patrician and plebeian, lord and serf, guild-master
and journeyman. Seen from this perspective, a social elite is not necessarily a
class, for Marx. While elites may be based on the political, military, religious or
other structures of society; however according to Marx, the elite come from the
control or owning the means of production, i.e. the material or economic forces of
production. The reason is; only the controlling of means of production forms the
basis for wealth; in the Marxian understanding. Such economic elites have the
potential to appropriate most of the economic surplus as well, produced by the
working class, in a capitalist society.
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11.2.3 Conflict

A social class exists, in addition to the aforesaid characteristics, also by the virtue
of conflict or acting in opposition to the other classes. While referring to the
emergence of the burghers or the bourgeoisie as a social class in the early
capitalist Europe, Marx noted that a group of individuals emerge as a class ‘only
insofar as they have to carry on a common battle against another class’. Thus, in
Marxian understanding all class societies are built around two antagonistic classes
- one dominant and the other subordinate. It is when motivated by their common
interests against the opposing class that the different individuals come together,
that a class emerges. Also, with the recognition of their opposition to each other,
emerges the idea of class struggle.

Check Your Progress Exercise 1
Note: i) Use the space given below for your answer.
ii) Check your progress with the model answer given at the end of
the unit.

1. How does Marx define class?

11.3 CAPITALISM: TWO SIGNIFICANT CLASSES

For Marx, two factors defined capitalism - one, was wage labour; and another,
was the private ownership of property. He has pointed out that the basic
foundation for the emergence of capitalism is the meeting of owners of means of
production and subsistence with the free labourer selling their labour power. On
the other hand, he distinguished the private ownership of the means of production
from private property like a household. Based on these two defining factors of
capitalism, Marx highlighted two significant types of classes under capitalism -
bourgeoisie (those who own the means of production; such as factories,
machineries, etc.) and proletariat (who own their labour and sell it for a wage).

11.3.1 Bourgeoisie Class

Alternatively known as the capitalists, the bourgeoisie are the ones who own the
capital. Owing to this ownership, in them lies the power to purchase and exploit
the labour. They also acquire the surplus value generated by employing the labour
power, in order to expand their capital and accumulate profit. The key component
of defining the bourgeoisie, then, becomes the - ownership of capital, using
capital to exploit the labour and through these, expanding the capital. Being
wealthy or elite in itself is, thus, not sufficient for one to become a capitalist.



What is rather more important, from the Marxian perspective, is the utilisation of
this wealth in making it self-expansive or making profit, through the employment
and exploitation of labour.

With the rise of urbanisation in the cities of medieval France, the bourgeoisie
emerged with the development of merchants, traders, manufacturers,
craftspersons, industrialists and all those who made profit through commerce,
industry or trade. There existed no bourgeoisie outside the cities; i.e. in the rural
areas. Gradually, after the twelfth century the term was used to refer to those who
owned the means of production. Marx saw the mean of production as factories,
mills and natural resources or anything that led to the creation of goods, which
could be sold in the market for the purpose of profit making.

According to Marx, the bourgeoisie was the the oppressive class, under
capitalism. As within this economic arrangement, the power and the wealth
flowed upwards to the bourgeoisie, instead of flowing downwards to the masses.
What remains extremely important to understand here is that the bourgeoisie may
not be synonymous with the rich. While an important aspect of bourgeoisie is the
domination of wealth, all those who were wealthy individuals could not be
referred to as the members of the bourgeoisie class. The reason - controlling the
means of production was as important, if not more important, than simply
possessing wealth.

11.3.2 Proletariat Class

This, according to Marx, is the oppressed class. In the process of production, they
own nothing but their own labour. Their only legitimate resource lies in their
ability to work with their minds, hands and bodies. They have no property of their
own and seek employment for their survival through obtaining income. This
means that they work for a capitalist. This exploitative work relationship keeps
reproducing itself continuously for capitalism to sustain.

In order to make profit and expand his capital, the bourgeoisie keeps the wages of
the proletariat low. The exploitation of the latter also comes in the form of
working the surplus time and creating surplus products for the expansion of
capital. While the products are produced by the working class, the profit
generated through its sale in the capitalist market goes to the bourgeoisie. The
reproduction of this process of production and profit making ensures the
prevention of the proletariat from gaining ownership of property and recreates the
conditions for their further exploitation.

The antagonism is inherent to this social arrangement between these two classes
within capitalism. For instance: While the interests of the bourgeoisie lies in
maximising profit through the reduction of wages and over exploitation of the
working class, the interests of the working class are exactly contrary to this. Work
and the labour process in the capitalist mode of production are organised in such a
manner that the workers remain restricted to being the propertyless members of
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the proletariat. On the other hand, the surplus products and their value, which are
created by the workers gets accumulated in the capitalist system.

The term proletariat is derived from the Latin term proletarius, which literally
translates as producing offspring. However, over the centuries, the definition of
the proletariat class has varied somewhat, beginning with the labourers of ancient
Rome, to the more recent definition that is associated with the Russian revolution.
The landless freemen consisted of the proletariat in ancient Rome. The class also
included in its ambit, the artisans and the smaller tradesmen, whose financial
conditions became miserable following the continuation of slavery. The members
of the proletariat had an important role in the political struggle between the
patricians and the wealthy plebeians in roman history.

Gradually, in the Marxian understanding, the term ‘proletariat’ was associated
with the class of wage workers who were engaged in industrial production and
who derived their income through the sale of their labour power in the capitalist
market. On one hand, the Marxian literature distinguished the proletariats from
the poor and the lumpenproletariat. And on the other hand, it also argued that
owing to their subordinate position in the capitalist society, the members of the
proletariat class received lower wages and remained generally poor. The
exceptions were its highly skilled members and the labour aristocracy, who
remained outside the clutches of poverty. Just as certain members of the
entrepreneurial class remained impoverished.

The proletariats were distinguished from the general working class, based on the
nature of their work. While those engaged in industrial labour were referred to as
the proletariats, the latter included all those who worked in any sector for earning
their wages; be it agricultural field or any white-collar professions or even as
domestic helps in households.

Check Your Progress Exercise 2
Note: i) Use the space given below for your answer.
i) Check your progress with the model answer given at the end of
the unit.

1. What are the two defining factors of capitalism, according to Marx?

114 CAPITALISM: OTHER CLASSES

Capitalism, according to the Marxian literature, has three primary repercussions
that remain significant to its understanding. Firstly, it revolutionised the means of



production, which ultimately led to the remarkable economic progress that
characterises it. Under capitalism, an impetus was given to the growth of
commerce and industry like never before. Secondly, it weakened the geographical
boundaries. When bourgeoisie and proletariat moved from one country to another
in the search of raw material, market or employment, they brought about an
international character to capitalism. Thirdly, within a given territory, capitalism
gradually undermined the rural-urban divide. This enabled the peasants to come
out of what Marx called “the idiocy of rural life”. Thus, capitalism revolutionised
the techniques of economic production, reduced international barriers and created
an urban civilisation. This paved way for many other classes to emerge within the
socio-economic arrangement of capitalism, along with the two significant ones,
discussed above.

11.4.1 Landlords

Landlords were seen as a dominant and powerful class by Marx. He pointed out
that the landlords own the land and develop measures to retain their wealth by
transforming their land into the landed capital. While this understanding of
capital remained different from industrial capital, the landlords were classified as
a distinct class group, different from the bourgeoisie. According to the Marxian
understanding, the landlords used land to accumulate and expand their capital,
and hence make profit; even without directly employing labour on it.

11.4.2 Petty Bourgeoisie

This class consists of the shopkeepers, artisans, small manufacturers, and the
peasants. The members of this class do own some property, but it is not enough
for their survival. So, they also seek employment and maintain a dual existence;
as both property owners as well as workers. As a consequence of this dual set of
existence, the members of this class often have divided interests. Owing to this
dichotomy, Marx assumed that this class would disappear with the strengthening
of capitalism. He predicted that its members would gradually either join the
bourgeoisie class or become the members of the working class. While this has
come true to an extent, this class, however, keeps recreating itself in different
forms.

11.4.3 Lumpenproletariat

As the name suggests, these were the members of the proletariat class itself.
However, because of their lack of support to the fellow class members in their
revolution against oppressive class of capitalists, they were classified as a
dangerous class or social scum by Marx. In addition to these, this class also
included such undesirables like criminals and tramps, encompassing brothel
keepers, rag pickers, pickpockets, beggars and even those discharged from jail or
the ruined bourgeoisie, etc. According to Marx, such members of this class did
not have the potential to contribute in the establishment of socialism.
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11.4.4 Peasantry

The peasantry, according to Marx was just a ‘class in itself’, because its members
occupy identical positions with respect to the relations of production.But, because
peasants are disaggregated into separate villages, they do not become conscious
of their identical interests. Owing to this, Marx believed that this class too would
degenerate with the development in capitalism. According to him, most of its
members were either slated to be displaced from the land and join the proletariat
class; or were to become landlords or capitalist farmers. However, like his
predictions for the class of petty bourgeoisie, in the case of the peasantry as well,
not much of it has become true.

115 CLASSE STRUGGLE

Within capitalism, all socio-political and economic activities, according to Marx,
ultimately revolve around the natural opposition of the relations of production
between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat. The latent class membership gets
transformed into class struggle by the force of class interests. When individual
members of one particular class start acting similarly, because of their similar
class situations, they develop a sort of mutual dependence over each other and
gradually they become a community. A community that has shared interests which
are tied together by the interest of maximising profit as in the case of the
bourgeoisie or of gaining better wages in the case of the proletariat. On the basis
of such common interests are formed the class groups, according to Marx. When
he further pointed out the interests of the opposite classes are always in
contradiction to each other, he led the conceptual foundation of class struggle.

Further developing the idea of class struggle, Marx pointed out that initially this
struggle was confined to the individual industrial units or factories. However,
gradually with the furtherance in the development of capitalism, while on one
hand, the homogenisation of each class got strengthened, on the other hand, the
disparity between the life conditions of the proletariat and the bourgeoisie also
deepened further. With such a development, class struggle at the individual
industrial units became generalised, as a coalition grew across factories. Just as
class struggle gets manifested at the societal level, it leads to an increase in class
consciousness, common class interests and resultant policies get organised. This
translates class struggle into the struggle for political power. In this way,
according to the Marxian literature, classes graduate into becoming political
forces.

Once again, the control of various classes over the means of production only
determined the distribution of political powers between them. Thus, the political
power too lies with the bourgeoisie class, which exploits it to legitimatise and
protect their property and consequent social relations. The Marxian literature also
points out that the class relations are ultimately political relations in mature
capitalist societies; which is to say that the state’s business is the business of the
bourgeoisie. Moreover, the intellectual basis of state rule, the ideas justifying the



use of state power and its distribution, are those of the ruling class. The
intellectual-social culture is merely a superstructure resting on the relations of
production, on ownership of the means of production.

In such a socio-political and economic structure of capitalist societies, according
to Marx, the division between the classes would keep widening. And the level of
exploitation of the working class would deteriorate further. This would finally
lead to the collapse of the entire social structure. And, the class struggle would get
transformed into what he called as the proletariat revolution. He further
anticipated that the victory of the working class in this revolution would eliminate
the class-based division of property in capitalist society. The means of production
would be, then, ultimately owned by the public. As a result of the revolution, the
very basis of class distinction would be done away with, which led to the Marxian
vision of a classless society. The political power, which was earlier used by the
bourgeoisie to protect itself against the workers, would not be required anymore
in a classless society. Thus, the political authority or the state would wither away.

The pre-condition for the revolution to take place is the cohesion among the
proletariat and their awareness of their alienation not just from the process of
production, but also from what they produce. And, ultimately their alienation
from themselves is recognised by them as a universal non-human situation. All
these come together to make them realise a need for the radical transformation of
their situation through a revolution. This revolution, according to Marx, is the
prelude to the establishment of communism. In this new system, the old
bourgeoisie society with its classes and class antagonism will be replaced by a
just social system ensuring development for all.

However, Marx held two views of the revolution. In his first view, he pointed out
that one way of revolution can be a total suppression of the existing conditions of
productions, with a use of violent means. This may take place when the
opposition between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat becomes extreme. In his
second view, he talked about a permanent revolution which may see a provisional
coalition of the proletariat with the petty bourgeoisie. In their struggle against
capitalism, they may get superficially united. In both these views of class
struggle, Marx predicted the end of class system and class antagonism.

11.6 NEO-MARXIAN ANALYSIS OF CLASS

In the early 1970s, the neo-Marxian analysis of class structure developed
primarily as a critique of the Marxian theory of class stratification. To begin with,
instead of assuming a harmony among particular social classes, the neo-Marxians
tried to highlight the conflict within the social classes. Thus, instead of justifying
the status quo among the classes, they talked about the transformation of the
capitalist societies. One of the most prominent neo-Marxists of the time, Erik
Wright argued for the contradictory location of certain classes, which according
to him fall between the two classes and carry the characteristics of both of them.
Such classes remain divided when it comes to supporting the contrary set of
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interests of the two classes between whom they fall. For instance: The managerial
class falls between capitalists and the working class. They share relational
properties with member of both the classes. With workers, because they receive
wages and are subjected to control by the capitalists. And with the capitalists, as
their job responsibilities include supervision and managerial tasks. Thus, they
may represent ambiguous class behaviour as they are neither for labour nor for
capital.

Wright also expanded upon the oppressor-oppressed dichotomy, given by Marx.
According to him, the exploitation happens when the oppressing class benefits
directly at the expense of the oppressed. Thus, exploitation occurs when the fruits
of the labour of one class are appropriated by the other. Based on this analysis, he
suggests three types of assets; which are - organisation assets, production assets
and skill-assets. The different assets lead to different types of exploitation,
according to Wright. While the bourgeoisie exploit through their ownership of
means of production, the managers exploit through the organisation assets, and
the experts in diverse fields exploit through their skill assets. However, within
capitalism, points out Wright, the dominant form of exploitation remains the
means of production, while the other two types remain subsidiary. Later by the
1980s, a new school of thought developed within neo-Marxism which was called
the Analytical Marxism. This school looked at the class relations of society by
focusing on the relations of economic production, through processes of labour and
ownership, exploitation and domination.

The classical Marxism as identified with the Communist Manifesto argues that
the structural arrangement of contradictory classes within capitalism paves way
for the socialist transformation of society. Going by this logic, Marx further
predicts that capitalism leads to class polarisation and therefore, leads to the
transformation of the immense majority class, i.e. the proletariat into socialist
revolutionaries. Another neo-Marxist Louis Althusser breaks his way from this
classical notion of Marxism. Through his theory of Overdetermination, he refers
to the influence of politics and ideology over economic processes. Thus, adding
multiple explanations to the exploitative relationship between the oppressor and
the oppressed, than just the ownership of means of production, as pointed by
Marx. The neo-Marxians, in these ways tried to highlight the empirical gaps
between the Marxian scheme of class stratification and the persisting social
reality.

Check Your Progress Exercise 2
Note: i) Use the space given below for your answer.
i) Check your progress with the model answer given at the end of
the unit.

1. How did Louis Althusser expand upon Marxian dichotomy between the
oppressor-oppressed?



11.7 LET US SUM UP

In the classical Marxian understanding, the term class is used to refer to the
relationship of authority between two antagonistic groups — the bourgeoisie and
the proletariat - based on their ownership of the means of production in capitalist
societies. He further associated commonality of interests to the group of
individuals coming together as members of a particular class. These class interests
are always in contradiction to each other. This leads to the struggle of the
oppressed class (the proletariats) against the oppressing class (the bourgeoisie).
With the intensification of class consciousness among the former and the
realisation of their alienation from the process of capitalism, their struggle
assumes the form of a revolution to thwart the arrangement of class distinction
and establish communist social order. However, Marx’s ideas of class have been
interrogated, critiqued and expanded by the neo-Marxians after him.
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11.9 ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR PROGRESS
EXERCISES

Check Your Progress Exercise 1

1. For Marx, class is defined by the relations, developed by the virtue of having
or not having - the ownership of property or the means of production. While
one class owns the means of production, the other does not.

Check Your Progress Exercise 2

1. For Marx, two factors defined capitalism - one was wage labour; and another,
was the private ownership of the property.

Check Your Progress Exercise 3

1. Althusser breaks his way from this classical notion of Marxism. Through his
theory of overdetermination, he refers to the influence of politics and ideology
over economic processes. Thus, adding multiple explanations to the
exploitative relationship between the oppressor and the oppressed, than just
the ownership of means of production, as pointed by Marx. The neo-
Marxians, in these ways tried to highlight the empirical gaps between Marxian
scheme of class stratification and the persisting social reality.





