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Chapter 1 
Introduction

Unskilled labor must become skilled before  it can gain 
r i g h t s .  (1)

Although capita l is t  societies of the  n ine teenth  and twentie th  
c e n tu r ie s  have been decisively molded by confl icts between 
labor and capi ta l ,  c leavages  within the  working class have 
co n s t i tu ted  a crucial  element spec ify ing  the s t r u c t u r e  of natio
nal political sys tem s .  In recen t  y e a r s ,  fo r  example,  much a t 
tent ion has been devoted  to the  is sue  of f i s s u r e s  between:  
b lue-col la r  and white-collar  w orkers ;  the  working class  and the  
marginalized s t ra tu m  of sem i-permanently  unemployed and welfare 
rec ip ien ts  var ious ly  ch a ra c te r iz ed  as the lu m p e n p ro le ta r ia t , 
working poor ,  non-w ork ing  poor and u n d e rc la s s ;  public  sec to r  
and p r iv a te  sec to r  employees;  and the  old and the  new working 
c lass .  (2) In connection with racial ,  e th n ic ,  genera t iona l ,  
sexua l  and organiza t ional  d iv is ions ,  working class  politics have 
been conspicuously  preoccup ied  with i n t r a - c la s s  co n t ro v e rs ie s  
in the  United S ta tes .  (3)

For the  past  one h u n d red  and f if ty  y ea rs  the notion of an 
a r i s to c ra c y  of labor has enjoyed widespread c u r r e n c y :  not only 
in le f t-w ing  political c i rc les ,  b u t  also among journal is ts  (4) 
and scho la rs  (5) it has s e rv ed  as a fung ib le  element in a t tem pts  
to explain or  denounce  the  frac t iona t ion  of the  working c lass .
The o v e ra rch in g  princip le  of division within a politically re levan t  
s t ra t i f ica t ion  of th a t  class has been perce ived  as be ing  rooted 
in the  formation of a s t ra tu m  whose su p e r io r  condit ions have 
led it to a r t icu la te  and p u r s u e  social,  economic and political 
goals without  r e fe ren c e  to the  i n t e r e s t s  of o th e r ,  atomized, 
s t r a t a  which, desp i te  the  l a t t e r ’s numerical  p re p o n d e ra n c e ,  it 
has been able to outf lank organiza t ional ly .  This long concep tua l  
t rad i t ion  no tw i th s tand ing ,  the  notion of an a r i s to c racy  of labor 
has not been accorded  theore t ica l  t rea tm ent  ad eq u a te  to the 
level of genera l izat ion tha t  i ts  use has often implied. (6)

In p a r t i c u la r ,  analysis  of the  re la t ions  of pro le ta r ian  s t r a t a  
to one a n o th e r  has not been f u r t h e r e d  by a r g u m e n t s —w he the r  
tautological ,  definitional o r  concep tua l  in accordance  with th e i r
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d e g ree  of so p h is t i c a te d n e s s—tha t  ins is t  tha t  capi ta l ,  as  the  
essen t ia l  social re la t ionsh ip  in capital is t  socie t ies ,  cannot  be 
ove r r id d e n  by any  d i f fe ren t ia t ions  within wage- labor  in forming 
the  basis  of new class b o u n d a r ie s .  (7) Although th is  va lue-  
theore t ica l  foundation  of c lass  antagonism (8) s e r v e s  a heur is t ic  
p u rp o se  in relation to a u th o r s  who posit th a t  the  chief  i s sue  is 
the  analysis  "of the  s t r i c t ly  speak ing  fluid n a tu re  of the  wor
k e r ’s whole f a t e ” (9) o r  who base th e i r  s t r a t i f i c a to ry  class if i 
cat ions on ”an analyt ic  act of v iolence” , (10) ’’th is  most genera l  
concept  of class an tagonism ” (11) is manifestly in adequa te  to 
the  task  of analyzing the  class s t r u c t u r e  of a p a r t i cu la r  c o u n t ry  
at a p a r t i c u la r  point  in h i s to ry .  If the  terminological b a r r i e r s  
ra ised  by the  ques t ion  of c lass- imputa t ion  a re  eliminated by 
focus ing  a t ten t ion  on the  fac to rs  tha t  tend  to inf luence the  
condit ions of working class homogeneity, then  the  a fo re 
mentioned v a lu e - theo re t ica l  objections become u n ten ab le .  For 
if a d h e re n t s  of th is  position concede th a t  the  va r ious  material 
forms of labor (such  as  skilled and unskil led l a b o r ) ,  as  those  
in which the  re la t ionship  between capita l  and labor a p p e a r s  
to the  a g e n t s  of p ro d u c t io n ,  d i ffe ren t ia l ly  shape  the  l a t t e r ’s 
co nsc iousness ,  then  it is incon s is ten t  to contend  th a t  the  
s t ra t i f ica t ion  of the  working class  de r ived  from th e se  material 
forms of labor  must inev i tab ly  be ’’completely a r b i t r a r y . ” (12) 

The fact  tha t  the  concep ts  used to analyze d i f feren t ia t ion  
within the  working class a re  located on a d i f f e re n t  level of 
ab s t r ac t ion  from those  c h a ra c te r i s t i c  of the  re la t ionsh ip  between 
capital  and labor does not d isquali fy  them as a d eq u a te  scientif ic  
re f lec t ions  of social re a l i ty .  The denial  of t h e i r  valid i ty  r e s t s  
upon the  moral imperat ive th a t  ’’scholar ly  d iscuss ion  m u s t” 
co ncen t ra te  on those  a sp e c ts  of the  re la t ionsh ip  between capital  
and labor which ’’compel all wage w o r k e r s ” to overcome th e i r  
spon taneous  mutual  competit ion.  (13)

Historical r e sea rch  co ncern ing  the  formation of national 
labor a r i s to c rac ie s  must o b se rv e  two methodological co n s id e ra 
t ions .  F i r s t ,  in t ra -n a t io n a l  uneven development is an on-go ing  
p ro cess  th a t  con t inuously  g e n e ra te s  in t raw o rk in g  class  r e s t r a t i 
f icat ion.  Moreover, uneven  development i tse lf  develops u n 
evenly  (14) so th a t  one period may c rea te  the  basis  fo r  an 
inc reas ing ly  homogeneous working class w hereas  the  next  
g e n e ra te s  predominantly  he te rogeneou s  e lements .  By u n d e r 
mining the  economic foundat ions  of one vers ion  of the  notion 
of an end of class h i s to ry ,  such co ns tan t  re s t ra t i f ica t ion  c a s t s  
doub t  on the  thes is  of pe rm anent  em bourgeo isem en t . (15)
Second,  it is cruc ia l  to sc ru t in ize  the specific po l i t ica l-h is to r ica l  
n a tu re  of the  ’’s u p e r i o r ” working class s t r a t a ;  fo r  ju s t  as the  
mathematical ex is tence  of a lowest one -f i f th  of the  income
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rec ip ien ts  of a socie ty does not suff ice as a qua li ta t ive  ind ica to r  
of p o v e r ty ,  (16) so too the  h ig h es t -p a id  one-f i f th  o r  o n e - ten th  
of wage e a rn e r s  does not automatically co ns t i tu te  an a r i s to c ra cy  
of labor .  (17) Wage d i f fe ren t ia ls ,  fo r  example, similar to those 
p reva i l ing  in n in e t e e n th - c e n tu r y  Britain have been documented 
for  ea r l ie r  c e n tu r i e s .  (18) Yet the  class  s t r u c t u r e  of societ ies 
p r io r  to the  r ise  of in d u s t r i a l  capitalism makes it i n a p p ro p r ia te  
to impute to a r t i s a n s  in p re -cap i ta l i s t  societies the  political 
func t ions  associa ted  with classical  labor a r i s to c r a t s .  (19)
The s t r u c t u r e  and d is t r ibu t ion  of skills within the  manual 
working class is accorded  o v e r r id in g  s ignificance as a s t r a t i f i -  
ca to ry  princ ip le  in the  his torical-empir ical  c h a p te r s  which fol
low. (20) In d u s t r i a l  capitalism i tse l f  c rea ted  skilled labor  and 
the  l a t t e r !s concep tua l  c o u n t e r p a r t ,  unskil led labor ,  in a f o u r 
fold sen se :  1. qua complicated and simple labor ,  re sp ec t iv e ly ,  
th ey  a re  r e p r e s e n t e d  and become commensurable in the  com
modity va lues  p roduced  by the  a g g re g a te  labor of soc ie ty ;  in 
th is  relation complicated labor and simple labor  a re  quali ta t ive ly  
u n d i f fe ren t ia ted  ex p re s s io n s  of a b s t r a c t  labor ;  q u a n t i t a t iv e ly ,  
how ever ,  complicated labor ex is t s  as in tensif ied  o r  multiplied 
simple labor ;  2. qua  qualif ied and unqualif ied labor ,  r e s p e c 
t ive ly ,  they  a re  forms of co ncre te  labor ,  qua li ta t ive ly  d i f fe ren t  
as  technological  ag e n t s  in the  p roduct ion  of useful  ob jec ts ;  (21)
3. for  the  capi ta l is t  employers  of skilled labor  it is e ssen t ia l  
tha t  the  q u a n t i t a t iv e  re la t ionsh ip  between the  value c rea ted  by 
skilled labor  and the r e p ro d u c t iv e  cost of skilled labor power 
be no less favorab le  than  tha t  ob ta in ing  between unskil led 
labor and unskil led labor power;  non-fulfi l lment of th is  condition 
would, ce te r i s  p a r i b u s , manifest  i tse lf  as a be low -average  ra te  
of profi t  among capita ls  th a t  a re  heavily re l ian t  upon skilled 
labor and would re su l t  in diminished demand for  and hence a 
( t em p o ra ry )  s u p e ra b u n d a n c e  of the  l a t t e r ;  and 4. for  the  owners  
and se l le rs  of skil led and  unskil led labor  (power)  d if fe ren t ia l  
working and l iving conditions de r ive  from the  in t roduc t ion  into 
the  s p h e re  of d e p e n d e n t  labor  of an a t t en u a te d  vers ion of the  
"pr inc ip les  of s t ra t i f ica t ion"  th a t  re gu la te  the  unequal  and 
h ierarch ica l  d i s t r ibu t ion  of "more essen t ia l"  social posit ions 
and func t ions  on the  one hand and  the  accompanying " r e w a rd s , "  
" r ig h t s "  and " p e rq u is i te s"  on the  o th e r  in society  at  l a rg e .  (22) 

It is in p a r t i c u la r  th is  las t  asp ec t  th a t  forms the  focus of 
in t e r e s t  below. The crucia l  t a sk  of analys is  cons is ts  not so much 
in confirming the  ex is tence  of th is  h ie r a rc h y  of priv i lege  within 
the  manual working class  as in s e t t in g  it in relation to the  
overa l l  s t r u c t u r e  of social class as it evolved d u r in g  one 
h is tor ica l  pe r iod .  To what d e g re e ,  in o th e r  w ords ,  did the  com-
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mon exper iences  of manual working class life in the  s p h e re s  
of p roduct ion  and rep rodu c t ion  neutra l ize  the  d iv is ive e f fec ts  
of i n t r a - c la s s  s t ra t i f ica t ion?  Or,  seen from a d i f fe ren t  p e r 
sp ec t ive ,  to what d e g ree  did the  pr iv i leged s t ra tu m  of the  
working class use the  economic, social and political "power 
and p re s t ig e "  a t tach in g  to i ts  "scarce  skil ls" (23) to undermine 
the mechanisms th a t  gave r ise  to the  inequal i t ies  pecu l ia r  to 
capi ta l is t  socie ties in genera l?  (24)
P a r ts  I and II,  deal ing with Bri tain and Europe re sp e c t iv e ly ,  
a re  of unequa l  length  and sub jec t  to qua l i ta t ive ly  d i f fe ren t  
k inds  of t rea tm en t .  This d i sp a r i ty  re f lec ts  the  d iv e rg e n t  h is to 
rical p a th s  taken by the  a r i s to c racy  of labor  in the  two zones.  
The Continenta l  p a t t e r n s  s e rv e  as v i r tu a l  negat ive  case h is to 
r ies i l lu s t ra t in g  the  national specif ic i ty  of c lass  re la t ions .  Within 
each P a r t ,  too, the  emphases  a re  f a r  from uniform. Thus  
c h a p te r s  2 and 3, devoted  to the  p r e - C h a r t i s t  and  C h a r t i s t  
per iods  re sp ec t iv e ly ,  u n d e r t a k e  to r e c o n s t r u c t  the  ear ly  
h is to ry  of the  labor a r i s to c ra c y  in Bri tain on the  basis  of 
con tem porary  qua li ta t ive  acco u n ts ;  a l though no a t tem pt is made 
to gauge  the  social s t r u c t u r e  s ta t i s t ica l ly ,  the  c h a p te r s  demon
s t r a t e  tha t  the  pecul iar i t ies  of the  p reva i l ing  political s t r u c t u r e  
imparted  a d is t inc t  c h a ra c t e r  to the  p u ta t iv e  labor  a r i s to c ra c y .  
C hap te r  4 t r a c e s  the  idea -h is to r ica l  o r ig ins  of Marx’s and 
E nge ls1 conception of the  a r i s to c ra c y  of labor  back to the  a t tack  
th a t  the  leftwing C h a r t i s t ,  E rn es t  Jo n es ,  mounted on c ra f t  
unionism in the  1840s and 1850s.

Marxfs and Enge ls ’ s c a t t e re d  re fe re n c e s  to the  notion of a 
labor  a r i s to c ra cy  a re  systematical ly  e labora ted  in c h a p t e r  5 
with a view to in spec t ing  th e i r  immanent theo re t ica l  logic and 
his torical  a c c u ra cy .  In th is  con tex t  a d iv e r se  body of empirical 
ind ica to rs  re la t ing  to the  socio-economic s t r u c t u r e  of mid- 
Victorian Bri tain is set  fo r th .  An a l te rn a t iv e  theore t ica l  approach  
to the  s tu d y  of national labor a r i s to c ra c ie s ,  which is ad um bra ted  
in c h a p t e r  6, is then  developed in the  remaining c h a p t e r s .  
C h ap te r  7, which concludes  Par t  I, focuses  on th e  impact of 
i n t ra -w o rk in g  class d ifferent ia t ion  on the  evolution of a Bri t ish 
labor a r i s to c ra cy  d u r in g  the  q u a r t e r - c e n t u r y  p re ce d in g  the  
F i rs t  World War.

In Par t  II a t ten t ion  is sh if ted  to Cont inenta l  Europe .  C hap
t e r s  8 and 9 examine the  two major in d u s t r i a l  cap i ta l is t  na t ions ,  
Germany and  France  re sp ec t iv e ly .  Sketches  of labor  a r i s to c rac ies  
in severa l  of the  less advanced  nations of Europe ( such  as 
A u s t r ia -H u n g a ry ,  Denmark, Italy and R uss ia)  a r e  conta ined  in 
c h a p te r  10. Finally, c h a p te r  11 sy n th es izes  th e  new in s ig h t s  
emerging  from th is  s t u d y .
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