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ABSTRACT

There is a contradiction between some of the theoretical
issues regarding class and the results of subjective class
identification research in the United States and in Canada.
Arguments concerning the decline of thé middle class and debates
regarding the validity of the concept of class are met by a
consistent self-identification of a majority of the population as
middle-class.

The aim of this thesis is to help us understand the apparent
contradiction by considering how some young Canadians identify as
and construct images of the middle class. Two hundred and forty
nine undergraduate students from two Ontarian Universities
completed a questionnaire comprised of open-ended and multiple-
choice questions.

Results indicate that: 1) Participants in this study have
vivid and salient images of who is and who is not, in their view,
a member of the middle class; 2) Economic criteria are frequently
used, but these are most often stated in qualified terms and
combined with criteria concerning social and cultural capital or
life style and values; 3) Some redundant economic criteria
construct what could be seen as the "middle-class cocoon," a
composite image of financial well-being, conservative spending
patterns, feelings of security, and a strong work ethic; 4)
Criteria regarding social and cultural capital or life style and
values construct an image of a large and dominant middle class from

which, on the other hand most of the population would be excluded,
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according to judgmental criteria; 5) Indications of a relationship
between class and other aspects of social identity such as gender
and ethnicity were not conclusive, but responses to a few of the
questions indicate a need for further investigation.

At the end of this process, we find a three-level class
structure in which the middle class distinguishes itself from the
upper class on the basis of ascribed criteria and from the lower
class on the basis of achieved criteria. The middle class earns its
status above the lower class and is not part of the upper class
only because of fate. By the combination of a claim to size and
inclusion with a set of selective and judgmental criteria, the

middle class is socially constructed as an "exclusive majority."

ii
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INTRODUCTION

Although the concept of social class is widely used, both in
sociology and in popular discourse, there is no consensus regarding
its meaning. Marx did not define the term explicitly but his
writings 1led to various defimitions and theories of class
relations. These theories can be grouped under the heading of
relational class theories, as they adopt the Marxist view of the
existence of a class based on its opposition to another class.
Relational theories can be compared to gradational theories of
class, mostly inspired by Weber. In this paradigm, members of the
population are placed in different groups according to their
success in certain aspects of social life, such as income,
earnings, wealth, educational attainment, or occupation. On any one
of these criteria, or in combination, it is possible to establish
that certain segments of the population are more or less privileged
than others and social classes are established according to these
higher or lower rankings.

These theoretical typologies lead to objective measures of the
class structure and the assignment of segments of a population to
specific class locations. Such class structure measures, however,
ignore the subjective and discursive aspects of class such as the
choice or assignment of social class by social actors. In Marxist
terms, we can say that while objective measures of the class
structure give us an image of a "class-in-itself", subjective class
identification is a first and essential element of a "class-for-
itself," the self-identification of class conscious and politically

active groups.
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The search for class consciousness in Canada and the United
States has stumbled upon two significant findings. First, research
concerning subjective social class identification has found "middle
class" to be the prevalent choice, far beyond a justifiable
proportion when considering objective measures of social class.
Second, subjective class identification to the working class was
not related to predicted choices in terms of voting or support for
left/right social policies. These issues demonstrate the need to
identify the elements involved in the subjective understanding of
the middle class. By considering the criteria by which individuals
come to identify themselves or others as members of the middle
class, we can analyze the relationship between subjective class
identification and the class theories underlying objective measures
of class. The contradiction between objective and subjective
measures may also indicate that criteria theoretically external to
class come into play. Previous research (e.g. Dunk, 1991, 1993,
1996; Roediger, 1991) found an interaction between the social
construction of the working class and the social construction of
racel and ethnicity. It may be that similar processes are at work
in the social construction of the middle class. This could explain
why mainstream political parties, supporters of neo-conservative

politics, and the media like to use the term "middle class" so

: Although I do not subscribe to a belief in the existence
of an essentialist or biological concept of "“race," I must
recognize that such divisions are socially constructed and that, as
unfortunate as it may be, they are commonly used. The term “race"
is therefore used in this thesis only in recognition of its
socially constructed dimension.
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3
often, in a vague and all-inclusive way, as 1in the "silent
majority" discourse of the past.

Plan of the Work

Part A of this thesis, a review of the literature, establishes
the contextual parameters of this research project. In Chapter One,
I review some of the most prominent social class theories, focusing
on their proposed class typologies: Marx and the Marxist scheme of
Erik 0Olin Wright; Weber and the gradational schemes of Warner and
Lunt, and of socioeconomic indexes, and; the integrative approach
of Bourdieu. In Chapter Two, I review some of the recent Canadian
class structure research and subjective class identification

research in the United States and Canada. This leads to a

comparison of Canadian class structure and subjective class

identification results; I propose that the apparent contradiction

may be explained by considering the social construction of social
i classes.

| In Part B, Chapter Three serves to describe the methodology of
the project, while Chapter Four provides a summary description of
the participants. In Part C of the thesis, I review and discuss the
main research results. Three questions are addressed: Are there
social classes? (Chapter Five); What is, and is not, middle-class?
(Chapter 6), and; Are social classes related to the social
construction of race or ethnicity? (Chapter 7). In conclusion, in
Part D (Chapter 8), I review issues raised during the research,
consider the limitations of this project, and offer suggestions for

future research.
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PART A: REVIEW OF LITERATURE
Chapter 1: Social Class Theories
Introduction

I do not pretend to propose a complete review of class
theories. Such an endeavour is hardly feasible and would certainly
exceed the requirements of this thesis. The intention is rather to
provide a summary of some relevant class theories. The selection
was based on two factors: the inclusion of Marx and Weber as
"classics;" and, a limited selection of subsequent class theories
to represent the extension of these two classic strands. Arguments
regarding the difference between Marxist and Weberian class schemes
are reflected in this selection.

Lee and Turner (1996) contrast "strong" class theories with
"weak" class theories. Strong theories are based on Marx and argue
that classes can be seen as a fundamental factor of social change.
Weak theories are based on Weber and propose classes as empirically
identifiable groups of individuals with common social and/or
economic characteristics. Wallace Clement (1988) proposes a
"relational" versus "gradational" dichotomy of class theories, also
related to Marx and Weber respectively. Marxist relational class
schemes are based, according to Clement, on the ownership of the
means of production and control over the labour of others. Weberian
gradational class schemes are based on the distribution of
individuals into more or less privileged groups based on access to
economic resources and the consequences on life chances and

lifestyle. Erik 0lin Wright (1997) considers the similarities
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5
between Marx and Weber to better situate the essential difference.
Wright argues that both <class theories can be considered
"relational" since a class can only exist in comparison to another.
Even the simple fact of being classified as more or less privileged
implies a relationship. The similarity between Marx and Weber stems
from an initial consideration of economic resources which, Wright
argues, determine exchange relations. However, Marxist class
theories also propose that such initial differences lead to
relations of production based on the exploitation of one class by
another. This is where we move from differences in opportunity, or
life chances, to conflict of interests and, in Marx’s ternms,
hostile opposition.

Wright’s class typology is commonly recognized as a faithful,
yet contemporary version of Marxist class theory. Warner and Lunt’s
early American studies represent an interesting operationalization
of Weberian class theory; whereas socioeconomic indexes are
commonly used in contemporary debates about social inequality and
can be related to a simplification of Weberian class theory.
Finally, Bourdieu is retained for his relevance to the subjective
approach of my research and as an integration of Marxist and
Weberian class concepts. Each of the above class theories is
briefly presented in the following pages. Particular attention is

given to the class typology proposed by each theory.
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lass Struggles: Karl Marx and Erik 0Olin Wright

Karl Marx

Karl Marx’s first and probably most renowned statement is
found in the opening lines of The Communist Manifesto: "The history
of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles"
(Marx & Engels, 1848/1967). It can be argued that an important
premise of this statement, the exact nature of social classes, was
never properly defined by Marx even though the concept of the
struggle between social classes is at the core of Marx’s arguments.
Because the last chapter of Capital was the aborted start of such
a systematic discussion, we are left the task of reconstructing a
typology of classes on the basis of the numerous references to and
uses of the concept of social classes in Marx’s writings. This
analysis is based on the following texts: The Communist Manifesto
(Marx & Engels, 1848/1967), The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louijs
Bonaparte (Marx, 1852/1963), and Capital, Volumes I, II and III
(Marx, 1867/1976; 1885/1978; 1894/1981). Each text is considered
separately before attempting to draw a picture of Marx’s class

typology and of his image of the middle class.

The Communist Manjfesto
Discussions concerning The Communjist Manjfesto often revolve

around Marx’s polarized, two-class typology, defined on the basis
of the ownership of the means of production. The bourgeoisie owns
the means of production and employs wage-labourers, the
proletariat. It is a dichotomous opposition comparable to earlier

but similar states of social relations summed up as "oppressor and
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7
oppressed" (Marx & Engels, 1848/1967, p.79). Polarization is
claimed by Marx to be a recent development and a consequence of the
changes in the means of production and exchange; as capitalism
developed, the bourgeoisie broke free from feudal relations of
production and as the new means of production expanded, capitalism
created a new class of wage-labourers, the enemy of the
bourgeoisie, the proletariat.

However, other participants are introduced. According to Marx,
in the early stages of the class struggle proletarians fight the
wrong fight, against "the enemies of their enemies, the remnants of
absolute monarchy, the landowners, the non-industrial bourgeois,
the petty bourgeoisie" (ibid, p.89). The bourgeoisie uses the
proletariat in these battles against its own enemies but, by the
same token, it allows proletarians to learn about political battles
and eventually put this knowledge to work against the bourgeoisie.
In these initial battles, the lower strata of the middle class sink
into the proletariat. However, they do not go without a fight. In
doing so, they cling to past social structures and become
conservative or even reactionary (ibid, p.91).

Marx also mentions other social groups often considered in
more recent class typologies as a social class or a class fraction.
First, there is the lumpenproletariat, depicted as the "dangerous
class" and "social scum" (ibid, p.92). It can be bribed by the
bourgeoisie and used against the proletariat. The communists are
also presented as a specific group equivalent to a revolutionary

intelligentsia. Marx defines them as "the resolute section of the
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8
working-class parties of every country" (ibid, p.95). Finally, the
petty bourgeoisie is described as: "fluctuating between proletariat
and bourgeoisie and ever renewing itself as a supplementary part of
bourgeois society." Eventually, they will "disappear as an
independent section of modern society, to be replaced...by
overlookers, bailiffs and shopmen" (ibid, p.108). This statement
accurately predicts the emergence of many new supervisory and
service occupations. However, it does not tell us where Marx would
place them in a class typology, if their "fluctuating" would end in
the bourgeoisie or the proletariat.

In sum, The Communist Manifesto predicts a polarization into
two antagonistic classes: the bourgeoisie, owners of the means of
production, and the proletariat, forced to sell their labour for
wages. But it also acknowledges the existence of other classes: the
lower middle class, fighting for its place in the bourgeoisie; a
petty bourgeoisie, fluctuating between bourgeoisie and proletariat,
and precursor of new unclassified occupations; and, the
lumpenproletariat, a mass of rejected individuals, from one social
system to the other, for which Marx proposes no other future than

their potential reactionary alliance with the bourgeocisie.

e i ouis apart
The Eighteenth Brumaire (Marx, 1852/1963) is an analysis of

the events leading to and following the 1848 French Revolution.
Through these historical events, Marx discusses the transition of
the bourgeoisie from a revolutionary element to a bastion of

conservatism and illustrates how the lumpenproletariat can be co-
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9
opted by reactionary forces. The final result, according to Marx,
sees the proletariat isolated in its opposition to the bourgeoisie
and its allies. In this case, the proletariat is identified as the
Paris working class, the only element still committed to the
revolution, whereas the conservative and reactionary forces include
the bourgeoisie of finance and industry, supported by the middle
class, the petty bourgeoisie and the lumpenproletariat, as well as
the intellectuals, the clergy and the rural population (ibid,
p.23). Remnants of the monarchy are also present, although Marx
argues that the two rival houses (Orleanists and Legitimists) are
already better defined as opposing economic interests, capital and
landed property.

Marx proposes an interesting image of the petty bourgeoisie’s
claim to representation. The argument is that by standing at the
middle between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat, the petty
bourgeoisie can pretend to be detached from any specific class
interest and to speak in the interest of all. The petty bourgeoisie
places itself "above class antagonism" and, while it admits that it
must confront the bourgeoisie, it pretends to do so in the name of
all citizens: "what they represent is the people’s rights, what
interests them is the people’s interests" (ibid, p.54). This leads
to the rise of a social~-democracy, a reformist alliance promoted by
the petty bourgeoisie, which abandons revolutionary activity for
democracy and parliamentary reform. In sum, Marx describes a

society where the struggle between bourgeoisie and proletariat is
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éblunted by a social-democratic middle group formed around the petty

| bourgeoisie.

Near the end of The Eighteenth Brumajre (ibid, p.124), Marx

- comes closest to a definition of class:

In so far as millions of families live under economic
conditions of existence that separate their mode of life,
their interests and their culture from those of the other
classes, and put them in hostile opposition to the
latter, they form a class.
Marx goes on to specify that shared conditions are not sufficient.
The identity of their interests must also lead to active
representation of these class interests against those of other
classes. According to Marx, there are therefore three conditions
for the existence of a class: 1) a group with shared interests; 2)
the recognition of these interests and of their "hostile
opposition" to those of other classes, and; 3) political
representation of these interests. These elements we now commonly
“identify as class structure, class consciousness, and class action.
In a letter to a prospective publisher, Marx claims no credit
. for the discovery of the existence of classes but proposes that his
.contribution lies in arguing for the relationship of classes to
*historical phases in the development of production" and the
§impending consequences of the class struggle, the transitory

dictatorship of the proletariat and the ensuing classless society

(ibid, p.139).
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i Capital
i The issue of social classes may be central to Marx’s arguments
in Capital but his main concern is an analysis of capitalism. We
. could say that he takes the concept of social class for granted,
lalthough he did plan to define it more specifically in the later
part of the work. In the few paragraphs making up Chapter 52 (Marx,
1894/1981, pp.1025-1026) Marx identifies the three "great classes"
as wage-labourers, capitalists and landowners. Marx observes that
these classes are related to a particular phase of economic
development in England and do not appear "in (their] pure form"
since we also find "middle and transitional levels." Marx also
tells us what classes are not: they cannot be identified on the
basis of occupation or source of income, which represent an
"infinite fragmentation of interests and positions." The manuscript
ends at this point. For more, we must refer back to the previous
texts and the occasional inclusion of references to the nature of
social classes.
According to Marx, capitalism is born out of historical
- conditions leading to the coexistence of capitalists, owners of the
means of production, and "free labour." Workers are free to dispose
- of their labour-power but are also "free" in the sense of being
dispossessed, owners of no other commodity than their labour (Marx,
.1867/1976, PP.272-273). The coexistence of capitalists and free
labour provides the economic conditions by which the relations of
- production of capitalism are developed. Wage-labourers sell their

labour-power to capitalists; capitalists supply capital to combine
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labour-power with the means of production; this combination

| produces commodities which are appropriated by the capitalist.

Wage-labourers are paid a wage of subsistence, just enough to
reproduce their labour. The unpaid portion of their labour creates

surplus-value integrated into the commodity and thus appropriated

gby the capitalist.

In Chapter 10 (ibid, pp.340-416), Marx illustrates the
antagonism between wage-labourers and capitalists through an
analysis of the working day. He makes an allusion to capitalist
class consciousness when reviewing the debate for work reforms
surrounding the Corn Laws. Collective capitalist action seems to
be, according to Marx, in the nature of capitalism; the same cannot
be said of working class consciousness. Marx places the battle line
of class struggles between an isolated working class and the
capitalists, supported by a long list of allies in defense of
“property, religion, the family and society" (ibid, p.398).

The next chapter includes an important comment concerning the

. difference between the capitalist and the petty bourgeois, here

~called "small master." The capitalist invests a sufficient sum to

avoid participating in the production process himself. Marx

- indicates the importance of the distinction between the capitalist

| and the petty bourgeois by referring to Hegel’s argument that "at
a certain point merely quantitative differences pass over by a
dialectical inversion into qualitative distinctions" (ibid, p.423).

- This also introduces a new role for the capitalist: supervision of

the worker.
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In Chapters 14 and 15, Marx describes different members of the
working class. When discussing the division of labour, he
introduces a distinction between skilled and unskilled workers
(ibid, p.470), although he argues that both groups accomplish more
specialized tasks than craftsmen and therefore represent cheaper
labour. Unskilled labour becomes the norm, placing most people in
the "labouring poor," an expression borrowed from Adam Smith (ibid,
p.483). However, the increased use of technology creates the need
for a more educated group of workers to maintain or repair the
machinery. It also establishes another locus of struggle in which
workers resist the new technology (ibid, pp.553-554). Technological
innovations also lead to an increase in surplus-value, allowing for
an increase in the size of the capitalist class itself and the
creation of a large servant class, a service industry for the
private needs of the capitalists and their families (ibid, pp.574-
575). Finally, the search for reduced costs of production and a

disposable work force lead to the use of "piece-workers," a

. domestic branch of the manufacturing process (ibid, p.591).

Marx makes additional comments, regarding the differing

conditions of workers in Chapter 25. He clearly states that better

-working conditions or remuneration do not change the fundamental

aspect of the working class, its dependent and oppositional

'relationship to the capitalist. Improved conditions only amount to
na change in the length and weight of the golden chain" (ibid,

" p.769). With the next downturn of the capitalist cycle,

improvements come to an end and the industrial "reserve army" is
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created anew. Marx divides the surplus population into three active
groups, under which he places three other sub-groups, rejected from
the cycle of work and 1living in poverty: unemployed paupers,
orphans and the paupers’ children, and those unable to work as a
consequence of industrial accidents. These sub-groups he
distinguishes from "vagabonds, criminals, prostitutes," or the
actual lumpenproletariat (ibid, p.797).

Volume II of Capital (Marx, 1885/1978) does not contribute
much in terms of the nature of social classes. It does inform us
concerning the nature of certain occupations, an issue we will
address further in this text. In Volume III (1894/1981), Marx’s
discussion of the interaction between rate of profit and
competition involves an interesting argument regarding the source
of capitalist-class consciousness (ibid, Chapter 10, pp.273-301).
By arguing that all capitalists share in the same overall rate of
profit, Marx explains why the capitalist class must, by definition,
stand united against the workers. This united front is broken only
in time of crisis when competition is fierce, capital concentration
increases and the smaller capitalists are expropriated. Of course,
in those times of restructuring, capitalist-class cons