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Lesson 2—Overview

1. Antecedents of contemporary thought (II): Max Weber

I. Introduction: Stratification in Weber

II. Class

III. Status

IV. Marx and Weber: Similarities and differences 

2. Contemporary class approaches II: John  Goldthorpe

I. Theory 

II. The EGP Class schema

III. Some problems

3. Wright and Goldthorpe: Similarities and differences



I. Intro

Stratification in Max Weber



Max Weber

(1864-1920)



Much of what Weber wrote 

about class he did in 

discussion with/opposition to 

Marx’s work



Weber’s stratification theory is 

much less deterministic, more 

flexible and multidimensional 

than Marx’s



Stratification in Weber

• For Weber, stratification ultimately concerns the 

distribution of power in society 

– Power = ability of an actor/s to realise his/her will in a social 

action, even against the will of other actor/s*

• Power is based on the ability to command resources in 

a particular societal domain (economic, social and 

political) 

• Each of these domains represent different 

mechanisms of power, and are conceptually distinct  
(although actors may typically have control over several of 

these domains of resources at the same time!) 

• NOTE: A very nice book on power is Lukes, Steven. 1974. Power: A Radical View. 

London: Macmillan



The 3 dimensions of stratification

1. Class Distribution of economic power  (market 

power)

2. Status Distribution of social power (prestige, 

honour and privilege)

3. Party Distribution of political power (access to 

the state) 



II. Class



Class

Weber makes a crucial distinction between

1. Class situation individuals’ position in the 
market  very many class situations

2. Social class a set of class situations 
between which individuals’ mobility is typical 
a few social classes

…Let’s see this in greater detail…



Class Situation
“We may speak of a “class” [situation] when 

(1) a number of people have in common a specific causal component 
of their life chances, insofar as 

(2) this component is represented exclusively by economic interests 
in the possession of goods and opportunities for income, and 

(3) is represented under the conditions of the commodity or labour
markets. This is “class situation”.

“It is the most elemental economic fact that the way in which the 
disposition over material property is distributed among a 
plurality of people, meeting competitively in the market for the 
purpose of exchange, in itself creates specific life chances....

…But always this is the generic connotation of the concept of 
class: that the kind of chance in the market is the decisive moment 
which presents a common conditions for the individual’s fate. Class 
situation is, in this sense, ultimately market situation.”   

Max Weber, Economy and Society ([1922] 1978, p927-8)



Weber ‘removes’ the class concept 

from the sphere of production and 

places it in the sphere of exchange

(i.e. from the factory to the market)



In capitalism, the resources/assets 

that people bring to the market

determine their class situation



Class situation= specific causal 

component of life chances 

determined by the market



Life chances= Opportunities of 

accessing scarce and valued 

outcomes in society (mostly the 

chances to accumulate income)



But which assets people bring to 

the market are crucial in defining 

class situation?

?



Class situation is defined by 2 factors

1. Property of marketable goods (industries, land, real 

estate, workshops, mines, portable means of 

production, etc... plus “possibilities for the possession 

of money or any object which is convertible into money 

trough market exchange”…)

2. Possession of qualifications and credentials, also 

convertible into money through market exchange 



There is a wide variety of class 

situations (class situation=market 

situation)



Social class

• Social class= set of class situations between which 
individual and generational mobility is both easy 
and typical

– E.g. individual mobility: Lawyers

– E.g. generational mobility: 2 generations 

Junior lawyer

Senior lawyer

Manager

Associate director

CEO

Manual 

worker
Janitor

Father Son



The concept of mobility is central to 

Weber’s conceptualization of class



Social class

• Weber speaks of 4 big social classes (each 
comprising lots of different class situations):

1. Dominant entrepreneurial and propertied groups

2. Specialists with formal credentials and skilled 
professionals (i.e. the middle class)

3. The petite (or petty) bourgeoisie (small shopkeepers, 
self-employed artisans, etc)

4. The working class (i.e. those whose only asset is their 
labour)



Class, action and social 

change in Weber

Max Weber against historical 

materialism



Class in Weber

• The relationship between the class structure and the political 

sphere is contingent —i.e. not deterministic

• Classes do not necessarily form communities for collective 

action

 Class interests, class consciousness and political action do not 

necessarily follow from class situation

 i.e. class differentiation does not necessarily lead to political 

struggles 

• The nation-state is not a “consequence” of capitalist 

development but actually precedes and contributes to such 

development

– Weber also stresses the role of ideas in explaining the birth of 

capitalism (Weber`s The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of 

Capitalism>< Marx’s historical materialism)



Class in Weber

• The development of capitalism does not lead to increasing 

class polarization but to an increasingly complex and 

diversified class structure (>< Marx)

∆ Capitalism ∆ Rationalization ∆ modern bureaucracy 

– Rationalization Social action increasingly governed by 

value-rational and end-rational action (traditional and 

affectual action progressively lose ground)

– Bureaucracy ∆ rational procedures of administration at 

both the state level (∆ officials and civil servants 

exercising rational-legal impersonal power ) and private 

organisations (well-defined hierarchies, technical 

expertise, efficiency) 

– ∆ Rationalization∆ credentialism ∆ role of skills and 

credentials



Class in Weber

• Classes are not necessarily in a zero-sum antagonistic 

conflict (><Marx’s theory of value)

• They are not the ultimate engine of history (>< Marx’s 

historical materialism)

They are not necessarily the major source of conflict, collective 

action and social change (but they might be a source of conflict, 

collective action and social change)

...Note the stark contrast with Marx’s historical materialism!!



II. Status



Status

• Status refers to the unequal distribution of social prestige, 
esteem and honour in society

• Status groups (stände) have different consumption patterns 
and life styles and form self-aware social communities

 Note that status groups only exist insofar as both those included 
and those excluded share the same ideas about prestige and 
honour

• Privileged social status is maintained through social practices 
of closure (exclusion/inclusion) through custom, convention
and social tradition

Lifestyles, consumption and sociability patterns are used as 
mechanisms of exclusion/inclusion defining one’s belonging to 
different status groups

But exclusion can also be translated into the legal system i.e.
maintained by state force



Status 

• Status is a source of social power

 Belonging to a privileged status group grants monopolistic 
privileges, which can be translated into market value

 Status has therefore an effect on life chances

• Wealth is not necessarily the primary cause of status, 

though it is generally associated with it 

 Weber notes that "material monopolies are the most effective motives 

for the exclusiveness of a status group" 

• Social restrictions, such as marriage patterns, residence, 

and so forth, follow from differences in wealth reflected in 

prestige

 powerful groups seek the “naturalisation” of their own privilege



Status

• Status distinctions are usually not ethnic

• Yet in its most extreme form, status differentiation involves 

perceived ethnicity e.g. caste system 

• Nowadays, some forms of property ownership are connected with 

prestige, others are not 

– "Old money" used to confer greater social status than "new 

money" (E.g. rentiers used to hold greater status than 

entrepreneurs, because their wealth is less visibly connected to 

labour (is this still the case?))

• In contemporary market societies people’s occupations are a 

crucial source of social status

– Sociologists measure the status of occupations using 

occupational prestige scales



The relationship between

class and status



Class and Status

• Under capitalism, individuals’ class position in the market is 

the main determinant of their life chances 

• Capitalism provokes a macro-level shift from status to class 

as the main determinant of life chances 

• However, versions of status remain in modern societies

– Different occupations enjoy different levels of prestige regardless of 

their respective economic returns (e.g. medical doctors>real estate 

developers) (occupational prestige scores are still used today)

– Men tend to be considered more competent than women for certain

tasks/occupations (STEM and managerial positions) (see Correll 2004 

ASR) 

– Ethnicity/race often linked to status 

– Status can still determine life chances to a certain extent today



Class and status 
• Class and status are two different forms of 

group formation based on the distribution of 
power in society

• Property connects class and status (i.e. 
both forms of stratification overlap) 

• Yet class and status are competing
stratification principles

• With the development of capitalist society, 
labour-market relations become 
increasingly important at the expense of 
status-based stratification

• However, Weber argued any halt in the 
economic transformation will necessarily 
lead to the re-emergence of status groups 
where the importance of “social honour” is 
reinstated  (Weber [1922] 1992, 693) 

Class Status



Class and status
• Class and status are two different forms of 

group formation based on the distribution of 
power in society

• Property connects class and status (i.e. 
both forms of stratification overlap) 

• Yet class and status are competing
stratification principles

• With the development of capitalist society, 
labour-market relations become 
increasingly important at the expense of 
status-based stratification

• However, Weber argued any halt in the 
economic transformation will necessarily 
lead to the re-emergence of status groups 
where the importance of “social honour” is 
reinstated  (Weber [1922] 1992, 693) 

Class Status



Weber and Marx

Similarities and differences



Weber and Marx: Convergences and divergencies 

(Some) convergences:

• Capitalist society is stratified 

(huge inequalities exist)

• Capitalism is a new 

stratification order with 

characteristics of its own

• The relationship to the means 

of production is a crucial driver 

of social inequality

• Classes define different 

economic interests that 

influence individual action 

• Stratification processes can be 

studied scientifically

(Some) divergences:

• Classes are defined by the position in the 
market (and not by the existence of 
exploitation in the production sphere)

• Weber makes a distinction between class 
situation and social class (mobility is key)

• Class is only but 1 of the 3 factors of 
stratification (class, status and party) 

• Differences in skills and credentials are a 
crucial source of class differentiation

• Antagonisms among the property-less 
groups can be based on rational motives, 
and not false consciousness 

• Classes are not the engine of history but 
a modern market phenomenon

• Capitalist development does not lead to 
increasing polarisation and pauperisation 

• Politics is not a mere reflection of the 
economic structure but a stratification 
factor on its own



References and links



Weberian influences (examples)...

More “classic”

• David Lockwood (1958) Elaborates on the distinction betwen 

market situation, work situation and status to analyse the class 

position of clerical workers 

(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/David_Lockwood)

• Ralf Dahrendorf (1959) Classes based on exclusion from authority 
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ralf_Dahrendorf#cite_note-ReferenceB-17)

• Frank Parkin (1979) Social closure as the basis for class 

statification  (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Frank_Parkin)

More contemporary

• Erik Olin Wright Neo Marxist but incorporates Weberain elements

• John Goldthorpe Eclectic but strong Weberian influence

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/David_Lockwood
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ralf_Dahrendorf#cite_note-ReferenceB-17
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Frank_Parkin


The concept of status in contemporary 

sociology (selected readings)

• Bourdieu, Pierre. 1984. Distinction: A Social Critique of the 
Judgement of Taste. London, UK

• Chan, T.W. editor. 2010. Social Status and Cultural Consumption. 
Cambridge. Cambridge University Press.

• Chan, T.W. and Goldthorpe, J.H. 2007. “Class and status: the 
conceptual distinction and its empirical relevance.” American 
Sociological Review. 72:512--532.

• Correll Shelley. 2004. "Constraints into preferences: gender, status 
and emerging career aspirations." American Sociological Review: 
69: 93-113.

• Ridgeway, Cecilia. 2014. “Why Status matters for inequality.” 
American Sociological Review, 79(1) 1–16



Useful web links

• Yale-Lectureships with Iván Szelényi: Weber’s class theory (starts at 

minute 4 and runs for 40m) 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pfWnumM0He4

04:06 - Chapter 2. Introduction to Weber's Theory on Class

19:57 - Chapter 3. Definition of Class

29:59 - Chapter 4. Definition of Status Group

38:19 - Chapter 5. Class and Status Compared; Types of Classes

• A discussion of Economy and Society (in Spanish) (52m) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NAQvdw5Ds54

•

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pfWnumM0He4
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pfWnumM0He4
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pfWnumM0He4
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pfWnumM0He4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NAQvdw5Ds54


2. Contemporary class 

theories (II)

John Goldthorpe



John H. Goldthorpe
http://www.nuff.ox.ac.uk/Sociology/Group/goldthorpe.html



John Goldthorpe

• JG is a British sociologists, who has made crucial 
contributions to the empirical study of class stratification 
and class mobility

– In the 1970s he directs the pioneering Oxford Social Mobility 
Study (Goldthorpe 1987)

– In the 1980s, with Walter Müller, he directs the CASMIN project 
(Comparative Analysis of Social Mobility in Industrial Nations) 
(Erikson and Goldthorpe 1993)

• More flexible and eclectic in his theoretical 
underpinnings



Classes according to John Goldthorpe

• Some significant contributions 

– Goldthorpe, J.H. 1987. Social Mobility and Class Structure in Modern 
Britain, 2nd edition, Oxford: Clarendon Press.

– Goldthorpe, J. H. and Erikson, R. 1993. The Constant Flux: A Study of 
Class Mobility in Industrial Societies. Oxford: Clarendon Press

– Goldthorpe, J. H. 2000. On Sociology: Numbers, Narratives and the 
Integration of Research and Theory. Oxford: O.U.P.

• In Goldthorpe (1987), the author introduces his class 
schema for the first time:

“The aim of the class schema is to differentiate positions within 
labour markets and production units […] in terms of the 
employment relations that they entail [...] …employment relations 
are crucial to the delineation of the structure of class positions within 
modern society.”

(Erikson and Goldthorpe 1993,37)



Goldthorpe’s Class Schema

3 basic class positions:
1. Employers buy the labour of others and  thus assume some 

degree of authority and control over them

2. Self-employed workers without employees neither buy the 

labour of others nor sell their own

3. Employees sell their labour to employers and thus place 

themselves under their authority and control

...Employees are further differentiated according to the type of 

employment relation...

1. Service employment relation (high-skilled professionals & 

managers) (the “service class”, also sometimes called the 

salariat class)

2. Labour employment relation (unskilled workers)

3. Mixed situations (e.g. secretaries)



The differentiation of employees

• Goldthorpe (2000) draws on transaction cost 
economics (Williamson 1985,1996) and personnel 
economics (Lazear 1995)

• The differentiation of employment contracts is the result 
of the rational strategies of employers to maximize 
workers’ output while reducing costs

• Premise: employers have free hands for the design and 
implementation of employment contracts

The main problem for employers: how to extract productive value 
from the employee



The differentiation of employees

The class differentiation of employees is related to 2 crucial 

dimensions of the employment relation:

1. Monitoring costs (i.e. the costs for employers of monitoring and 

measuring employees’ productivity)

 Problem 1: How can employers induce workers’ effort if

monitoring productivity is very costly? 

2. Asset specificity (i.e. the degree of specific human capital 

required to perform whichever type of work that particular employee 

is employed to perform)

 Problem 2: Productive value would be lost if employees with 

specialized skills (particularly firm-specific skills) left the firm. How to 

retain workers with specific skills?



The differentiation of employees

• When productivity is hard to measure and asset specificity is 

high, rational employers will offer a service contract, which… 

a) is closed to outside competition (offers job security)  

b) promotes employee’s productivity along his or her entire career 

by offering well-defined career ladders with promotion 

opportunities and associated wage increases 

In organizations 

career  ladders 

often operate 

as vacancy 

chains



The differentiation of employees

• In the absence of serious monitoring costs and serious asset 

specificity problems employers will offer a labour contract, 

which….

a) is open to outside competition (no significant value is lost if the 

worker leaves) low employment security

b) remunerates workers according to their productivity

Labour contract= short-term exchanges of money for effort (i.e

close to a simple spot contract)



The labour contract is thus open to 

the market (spot contract) while the 

service contract is closed
(see Tahlin ESR 2007)



Compensation under service and 

labour contracts

Service contract

Labour contract

Earnings

Time

Unemployment spells are frequent

Job promotions form a career ladder



The differentiation of employees

• Professionals in the service class (I/II) relative to the 

workers in classes (VI, VII, and IIIb) …

1. are paid through a monthly salary rather than on an 

hourly basis

2. have more positive seniority-earnings profiles

3. have lower rates of unemployment 

4. have a higher degree of autonomy and job discretion

 have higher levels of job satisfaction

5. have higher organizational commitment

6. are more likely to exercise authority in the firm



The differentiation of employees

• There are also mixed situations (e.g. supervisors of manual 

work, secretaries…) that combine elements of the service and 

the contract relation



…so how many classes are there 

according to Goldthorpe?

Goldthorpe’s class schema



In research practice  Goldthorpe uses 

occupations together with basic 

information on employment status 

(employer/employee) to construct his 

class schema 

ADVANTAGE: His schema has greater 

applicability (as most surveys include 

information on respondents’ 

occupation and employment status)



Goldthorpe’s Class Schema

I Higher-grade professionals, administrators and 

officials; managers in large organisations; large 

proprietors

II Lower-grade professionals, administrators and 

officials; higher-grade technicians; managers in small 

organisations; supervisors of non-manual employees

IIIa Routine non-manual employees (administration and 

commerce)

IIIb Routine non-manual employees, lower grade sales 

and services

IVa Small proprietors and artisans, with employees

IVb Small proprietors and artisans without employees 

IVc Farmers

V Supervisors of manual work & lower-grade 

technicians

VI Skilled manual workers (industry)

VIIa Unskilled manual workers

VIIb Unskilled manual workers in agriculture



Goldthorpe’s Class Schema can be condensed

I Higher-grade professionals, administrators and 

officials; managers in large organisations; large 

proprietors

II Lower-grade professionals, administrators and 

officials; higher-grade technicians; managers in small 

organisations; supervisors of non-manual employees

IIIa Routine non-manual employees (administration and 

commerce)

IIIb Routine non-manual employees, lower grade sales 

and services

IVa Small proprietors and artisans, with employees

IVb Small proprietors and artisans without employees 

IVc Farmers

V Supervisors of manual work & lower-grade 

technicians

VI Skilled manual workers (industry)

VIIa Unskilled manual workers

VIIb Unskilled manual workers in agriculture



…Class IIIb is often grouped with classes VIIa & VIIb

I Higher-grade professionals, administrators and 

officials; managers in large organisations; large 

proprietors

II Lower-grade professionals, administrators and 

officials; higher-grade technicians; managers in small 

organisations; supervisors of non-manual employees

IIIa Routine non-manual employees (administration and 

commerce)

IVa Small proprietors and artisans, with employees

IVb Small proprietors and artisans without employees 

IVc Farmers

V Supervisors of manual work & lower-grade 

technicians

VI Skilled manual workers (industry)

VIIa Unskilled manual workers

IIIb Routine non-manual employees, lower grade sales 

and services

VIIb Unskilled manual workers in agriculture



Goldthorpe class schema is widely used 

in empirical stratification research 

(particularly in Europe) and has served as 

the basis for the official class schemas 

used in Britain and Europe (ESeC)



Goldthorpe has made a huge contribution 

to contemporary stratification sociology. 

His research programme continues to 

yield very significant fruits (Breen 2003)  



Some problems

• In his grouping of occupations, Goldthorpe makes pragmatic 

distinctions that are not theorized

1. Distinctions based on organizational size (i.e. I and II)

2. Distinctions based on industry (e.g. IIIb, VIIa, VIIb)

3. Distinctions based on skills not necessarily specific to the firm 

(e.g. I and II; VI and VII) (see Tåhlin 2007 ESR for a critique)

• Goldthorpe groups different employment statuses in the same 

class (eg.. employers with professionals; small proprietors 

with self-employed)…this is often for practical considerations 
(but see Scott 2002 Acta Sociologica for a critique)

• In some countries (e.g. Spain) we find typical labour contract 

relations amongst high-skilled workers (Polavieja 2003 ESR; 

2005 SER) (also e.g. Toyota manual workers in Japan enjoy service 

contracts)



3. Wright and Goldthorpe

Similarities and differences



E.O. Wright  and J. H. Goldthorpe

Convergences:
• Both draw on/influenced by the 

classical writings of Marx and 
Weber 

• Both use micro-level arguments in 
developing their theories –both 
assume individual rationality

• Both recognise important class 
differences within employees 

• Both stress the importance of 
monitoring costs and skills

• Both have been involved in the 
empirical study of social classes 
(comparative international 
projects)

• Both have produced class 
typologies or schemas aimed at 
capturing the class structure of 
industrialised societies

Divergences:

• JG is more eclectic and flexible (“not 
interested in doctrinarian debates”)

• JG rejects the concept of exploitation (for 
being highly normative)

• JG sees class analysis as a research 
programme  and does not concede 
classes any preeminent position in the 
explanation of social phenomena

• JG focuses mostly on the study of social 
mobility ; EOW focuses mostly on the 
study of  the relation Class Conscious-
ness Action

• JG’s classes are operationalised using 
occupations (higher applicability)

• JG stresses the importance of specific 
human capital; EOW focuses on skill 
scarcity

• JG schema yields more classes 

• JG empirical research is much more 
sophisticated



That’s all for now!
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