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I
Introduction



1. The concept of class is at the intersection of the economic and the organizational spheres –
and one of the basic orientations of our underlying project is to reconstruct both fields as part of a 
common framework.

2. The discussion of class in Cicerchia’s text also serves as an entry point to discussions 
concerning the appropriate conceptual tools to address the bridge between the structural 
and the strategic more generally – it allows us to compare our own approach to the “practical-
theoretic” approach presented in the text.

3. Furthermore, text stages an argument against “multisystem analysis” of class/race/gender 
and class/status which, however distinct from our own, serves as a testing ground to possible 
reproaches to our project.

4. Finally, the discussion of class, more generally, allows us to connect our framework to 
discussions about the usefulness of a pragmatic or normative turn in describing political action 
(Caron), the transformations of class composition in contemporary capitalism (Renzo, Victor) 
and the Lukacsian schema of the class “in itself” and the “for itself” (Daniel).
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Stratification theories, on the one hand, assume 
that class is a continuous variable. Stratification 
theories designate class locations based on 
distributive patterns that result from market 
exchange, although they vary as to which 
variables they consider important. Stratification 
theories see groups in terms of who has similar 
“life chances” on the market based on individual 
consumption habits, education level, lifestyle 
preferences, cultural capital, and income
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On the other hand, class conflict theories 
argue that class is a categorical variable and 
that there is something intrinsically problematic 
about class divisions. For class conflict theories, 
the problem is not relative advantage or 
disadvantage, but domination by a dominant 
class (capitalists) of other classes (most centrally 
workers).
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The advantage of class conflict theory is that, 
by defining class categorically, it explains how 
domination aggregates to the level of a 
social group in a non-arbitrary way. 
Domination here is normatively stronger than 
anything the stratification theorists claim is 
harmful about relative advantage or 
disadvantage. The disadvantage is that 
positing a theory of social group domination 
places burdens on class conflict theory that 
need not worry stratification theories. (…) 
Stratification theorists need not worry about 
defending the idea that class conflict leads 
to emancipatory claims for self-
determination since they do not define class 
categorically as group domination. They do not 
profess a need to overcome class divisions tout 
court.
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[Critics] deny that class illuminates a unique 
claim to self-determination for workers. In 
fact, feminists and critical race theorists argue 
the contrary, which is that class conflict theories 
are reductive. “Class reductionism” means 
failing to acknowledge the power of other 
kinds of domination that are not reducible 
to class differences or economic effects. 
Critics focus on the intra-class conflict problem 
within the working class to argue that class 
conflict theories are blind to domination 
outside of the exploitative relationship between 
capital and labor. Their blindness is a result of a 
normatively problematic and artificial ideal of 
unity within a dominated class, which obscures 
a broader field of domination.
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The first problem is that class conflict theories 
posit a simplistic, dyadic theory of power 
between capital and labor. Heidi Hartmann 
writes that Marxists only “see women’s 
oppression in our connection (or lack of it) to 
production. Defining women as part of the 
working class, these analyses consistently 
subsume women’s relation to men under 
workers’ relation to capital. According to 
Hartmann, class is a “gender-blind” analytical 
concept that obscures the reality that men have 
an interest in subordinating women to serve 
their needs. (…) The important thing to take 
away from Hartmann’s central objection is 
that some workers have an interest in 
dominating other workers or non-workers. 
Weberian sociologists take up the same issue 
and argue that exploitation is one way that a 
social group closes off resources to another, 
but there are also other ways. 
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Omi and Winant sum up a common thread of 
all the objections to class conflict theories by 
claiming that class-based approaches to 
understanding social difference are limited 
by economic determinism. Regarding race, 
they argue that class-thinking makes an 
important contribution to understanding race 
in particular insofar as it asks, “How do we 
create and sustain ourselves materially, 
practically?” However, placing class inequality 
at the center of analyses of race is limited by 
always having to look outside the economic 
sphere to find independent, causal variables 
that explain racial divisions. The economy is 
embedded in a society, so people bring values 
from outside the workplace into it
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The presence of intra-class conflict casts 
doubt on the idea that workers can or ought 
to be a collective political agent, leading to 
the conclusion that class conflict theories are 
reductive. Consonantly, the working class has 
not played the political role that such theories 
hope. The working class has had a difficult time 
uniting itself and is more often fragmented and 
dispersed. Some even conclude that racism 
and sexism are most prevalent in the working 
class .Contrary to Marxian expectations, the 
working class is not a social group in which 
“social agents, perfectly constituted around 
interests, wage a struggle defined by 
transparent parameters. The aggregate 
conclusion of these critiques is that the 
notion of a working class with generalizable 
interests or a normatively salient claim to 
self-determination as a collective is 
politically naïve.
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I define reductionism in two ways. A theory is 
reductive in my sense (a) if it cannot 
acknowledge that domination is not 
reducible to class differences, or (b) if it 
cannot use a conception of class difference 
to shed light on normatively salient aspects 
of other kinds of domination. Critiques of 
class conflict theories insist that such theories 
are reductive in the first sense but are 
themselves reductive in the second sense. They 
omit an analysis of how class conflict 
reproduces social differences and what the 
class character of those differences are. Critics 
reproduce in theory an analytical distinction 
between the “inside” and an “outside” to the 
economy that is a cornerstone of neoclassical 
economic theory..
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In my view, multiple-systems theory reifies 
the analytical distinction that originates with 
neoclassicism. Of course, the irony is that the 
view itself results from an attempt to 
conceptualize class in a less narrow, more 
relational way. But one need not vindicate 
earlier theories of class conflict to show that 
their critics do not resolve the problems that 
are germane to those theories. Indeed, the 
verb “to shape” invokes the image of someone 
making pottery with a wheel; hands running 
along the outside of a system in motion. Many 
words have been used to describe this basic 
image—intertwining, co-determining, 
interlocking. All retain the basic idea that the 
market is, in principle, indifferent to identity 
and then point to normative features that 
are ostensibly external to market principles 
explain why what happens on the inside is 
different than what one may expect based 
on abstract models. 
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By “structuralist” I mean those who 
emphasize the idea of impersonal 
domination by abstract structures. In this 
story, Louis Althusser is the structuralist par 
excellence, based on the influence of his brand 
of structuralism on the critiques of class theory 
within the New Left, including those discussed 
in the previous section, and the assumptions 
that they make. In diagnosing structuralism’s 
limitations, I argue that structuralism makes a 
“black box” out of class struggle
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By “texture” I mean the salient features of 
the horizontal and vertical relationships in 
which workers forge bonds of solidarity, 
come to identify with one another, and thus 
engage in class conflict. Conversely, the 
normative texture includes the features of these 
relationships that prevent those bonds from 
forming, which is also a part of engaging in 
class conflict. In brief, the structuralist paradigm 
that results is vague about what motivates class 
struggle, which empties the notion of 
meaningful normative content.
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This empty way of conceptualizing class 
struggle is a result of a social theory that 
counterposes the economic structure with 
human agency. Call this the upscaling 
human agency problem, which conceptually 
reproduces the inside/outside dimension of the 
neoclassical frame by explaining class struggle, 
or lack thereof, by way of processes of 
ideological indoctrination within the working 
class. (…) My view is that the upscaling 
human agency problem arises when one 
finds it unnecessary to explain processes of 
class formation, which refer to processes in 
which people collectively “organize social 
forces within class structures in pursuit of 
class interests”. This lacunae in the theory 
leads one to posit an awkward, abstract 
dichotomy between the economic structure 
and the human agency that reproduces it.
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I interpret Thompson as suggesting the 
intervention that I want to make here, which is 
that class struggle has a texture—it is a 
normatively structured practice, socially and 
politically robust, and if one conceptualizes this 
practice a bit more pragmatically then one will 
avoid thinking about class in a narrow, 
economistic (and therefore idealized) way to 
begin with.
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My shift is toward a practice-theoretical view of 
class conflict and formation. I view the 
constraints of the capitalist labor market as 
basically an instance of problem-solving. 
Problem-solving does not have a positive or 
negative valence in itself. Problems need not 
be bad, and solutions need not be good. They 
are the combined and uneven effects of 
people’s responses to the objective constraints 
that they face. I take Thompson’s lead in 
suggesting that the constraints that working 
people face, those that will make them a 
class, are problems. Of course, I will argue that 
these problems are bad, as are some of 
workers’ solutions, but there might be other 
problems that are not bad or less significantly 
bad. I follow Rahel Jaeggi in arguing that a 
problem is objective and subjective, at once 
given and made from within social practices
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Like Jaeggi, I posit that a social practice is an 
informal, repeated, and rule-governed 
behavior that is the condition of possibility 
of certain institutions without being 
reducible to them. Practices are normatively 
structured, habitual behaviors that with rules 
that are tacitly understood by those who 
participate. Such understanding that can make 
a practice successful as the type of practice that 
it is. That a practice is successful or not 
depends on how one evaluates the practice 
based on certain norms that are implicit, yet 
inherent to it. Norms explicitly and implicitly 
prohibit certain things and permit other things 
by defining and establishing “the conceivable 
modes of behavior within a form of life by 
normatively structuring the space of 
possibilities of action itself”
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I argue that what is needed, and what a 
practice-theoretical framework entails, is to 
enrich our understanding of the experience of 
what Marx would call the “silent compulsion of 
economic relations” (Marx 1990: 899). That 
normative resources are not outside of the 
actions that portend to solve problems 
sheds a different light on the shared 
constraints of labor market dependency and 
competition among working people. As I will 
show, the social differences among workers 
that concern theorists of race and gender 
continue to emerge from previous attempts to 
resolve the problems incurred by this shared 
constraint. Thus, racism and sexism have a class 
character in capitalist societies regardless of 
whether capitalism is their original cause
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To sum it up, class is a condition of collective 
vulnerability among individuals to both 
shared constraints and to one another. 
Specifically, workers are vulnerable to the 
arbitrary power of employers and they depend 
on one another to mediate that power. Yet 
both the objective constraints of the labor 
market and the functional norms of market 
competition inhibit workers’ capacity for self-
organization, which is what inhibits solidarity 
among workers and makes the working class 
dominated as a class. Capitalism continuously 
undermines capacities that are necessary, if not 
sufficient, for collective self-determination. 
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First, I define who is a worker. In my account, if 
one confronts dependency on the labor 
market as a problem and one depends on 
collective action to address it, then one is 
working class. I will explain further how this 
differs from managers and professionals below. 
This definition side-steps the issue of defining 
workers narrowly by occupation or type of 
work, and thus pigeon-holing who workers are. 
The upshot is being able to accommodate 
changes to the job profile and the 
demographics of the labor market, since it 
does not rely on one labor regime or 
manifestation of class consciousness within it to 
identify who is a worker (i.e., “white male 
industrial workers”).
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Reproductive labor is labor that reproduces 
life in terms of housework, child-rearing, 
and emotional support. Someone must 
perform the labor that reproduces life 
outside of work, and families organize who 
does this labor by considering the relative 
market competitiveness of family members. 
It might make practical sense, for instance, for 
pregnant people to exit the labor market to 
have children and a more consistent laborer to 
stay in it to support a household. A single 
parent household will not have so many 
options or must rely on extended family to stay 
at work. My view is that the conditions of 
reproductive labor are congruent with the 
constraints that the labor market places on 
individuals, families, and households. My 
definition holds that the members of 
working-families are working class, whether 
they are themselves a part of the formal 
labor market or not.
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Second, I posit that internal divisions within 
the working class are constitutive of class 
formation. Social differences emerge as a 
product of class formation, so they are part and 
parcel of who the working class is and how it 
got to be that way. Racism and sexism, the 
most prominent examples of such differences, 
are thus “ontologically thick” vis à vis class in 
the sense that they are bona fide constraints on 
class unity. (…) The most important point of 
divergence between my account and earlier 
ones is that, contrary to neoclassical 
assumptions, I posit that workers cannot be a 
homogenous group
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Howard Botwinick and Anwar Shaikh argue that 
real capitalist competition does not lead to 
the labor market equilibrium that neoclassical 
economists expect. This point is significant 
because it creates a stark contrast between the 
social harmony that neoclassicists presume in 
the market at large. For a more radical 
audience, it dispels with the notion that 
capitalism brings workers together and 
automatically motivates at least some group of 
workers to be in solidarity with one another. To 
the contrary, if market competition is 
generally not perfect, then one can expect 
no less from labor market competition 
among workers. The notion of real 
competition is a step toward anti-essentialism, 
which would assume that there are automatic 
affinities among groups of workers based on 
some part of their identity. I claim that the labor 
market guarantees solidarity to no one.
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From the point of view of workers, 
unemployment, underemployment, or a 
diminished position within the labor market 
is a perpetual threat. This condition holds 
unless working-class organizations intervene to 
mediate this process—and they might not, or 
not do so sufficiently well. Hence, collectively, 
workers face a contradictory reality. They 
face a set of structural dynamics in which 
competition among capitals differentiates 
them by skill level, job classification, and 
level of productivity, but they must also rely 
on one another to shift the burden of labor 
market competition among themselves
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Labor market dependency creates historically 
unique obstacles for the collective action. The 
choice to be in solidarity might seem obvious, 
but it is not obvious when workers are not yet 
organized collectively, or their organization is 
not strong enough to give confidence to 
workers whose place in the labor market is 
under threat. (…) Workers tend to adopt a 
defensive posture toward retaining their 
advantages vis-à-vis one another rather than 
fighting it out with their boss. Hence, workers 
engage in practices of labor market closure 
along the lines of similar job classifications, 
skill, and seniority, as well as race, gender, or 
ethnicity in order to protect relative 
advantages. In a word, the labor market 
creates incentives among workers against 
collective action because it creates internal 
pressures toward group differentiation.
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Contra Weberian and multiple systems 
theories, status-based norms are neither 
layered on top of inter-class divisions nor do 
they intervene in them from the outside to 
produce intra-class divisions. Class is a 
racialized, gendered group because market 
competition is a process of social differentiation 
and the norms that are functional to it and 
adapted by its practitioners are constitutive of 
that process. Therefore, social differences 
among workers in general need not come 
from sources that are external to “the 
economy” and class conflict partly explains 
the specific forms they take. Put simply, class 
formation is complexly political, which, in my 
view, does not undermine the notion that the 
working class is dominated or that it has a claim 
to self-determination. To the contrary, my view 
is that this situation is one in which workers are 
subject to arbitrary power both because of and 
despite their differences
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If competition differentiates workers and has a 
normative structure that creates expectations of 
success and failure on the market, then it 
follows that for workers to organize 
themselves as a group, they require an 
alternative normative structure 
corresponding to practices of collective 
action. Historically, “solidarity” has been this 
alternative (…). Many theorists have noted 
failures of worker solidarity as symptoms of 
privilege and stopped theorizing class 
domination there. By contrast, I argue that if 
one incorporates the systematic constraints that 
capitalism places on solidarity into the 
argument about why the working class is 
dominated, then one can interrogate the 
scarcity that creates relative privileges. Thus, 
against the grain, I argue that constraints on 
solidarity are a part of the class problem, not 
an external one.
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I define solidarity as a practice of identifying 
someone else’s different, but related 
interests as one’s own, conversely, of 
identifying one’s self-interest with a 
collective good. Normatively speaking, it is 
the belief that one ought to fight on behalf of 
that someone else because one acknowledges 
and is invested in a collective political project. 
In a world devoid of solidarity, the normative 
resources that are imminent to solving the 
problem of market dependency obscure the 
interdependence and vulnerability that workers 
share.
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the organizational and normative vigilance 
required of workers to maintain such 
collective strength contrasts starkly with the 
relative ease with which employers organize 
to sabotage collective action through 
manipulation, intimidation, divide and conquer 
strategies like race baiting and red baiting, 
political engineering, and in some cases 
outright repression, to say nothing of their 
capacity to interfere in the conditions of work 
that makes workers vulnerable on the market in 
the first place. Most importantly, the changing 
conditions of production themselves are a 
persistent threat to preserving solidarity as a 
common sense among the vulnerable even 
where workers have been successful in the 
past.
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If one combines this repression with the onset 
of deindustrialization, then what emerges is a 
labor movement that was unable to transmit a 
learning process in which solidarity had 
emerged as a counterculture.
Constraints on solidarity are thus a part of 
what defines class domination because they 
reinforce dependency on the labor market 
and further subject workers to the arbitrary 
power of employers to act on their own 
prerogatives. Mitigating this dependency and 
attaining some modicum of self-determination 
is a burden that falls almost entirely upon 
workers under adverse conditions.
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The problem is that a counterculture in which 
solidarity is the prevailing norm is a precarious 
business under the best of circumstances. At 
their strongest points, workers establish their 
own institutions, like trade unions and political 
parties, which preserve the historical memory 
of shared vulnerability, as well as knowledge of 
how and why one engages in practices of
solidarity. However imperfectly, they mitigate 
the precarity involved in the self-
organization of the class by teaching 
workers to see the contradictions of the 
market as a problem.
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Class from an organizational point of view



Class in the Primer
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Capital Vol. III Part VII
Revenues and their Sources

Chapter 52. Classes

The owners merely of labour-power, owners of capital, and land-owners, whose respective sources of income are 
wages, profit and ground-rent, in other words, wage-labourers, capitalists and land-owners, constitute then three big 
classes of modern society based upon the capitalist mode of production.

In England, modern society is indisputably most highly and classically developed in economic structure. Nevertheless, 
even here the stratification of classes does not appear in its pure form. Middle and intermediate strata even here 
obliterate lines of demarcation everywhere (although incomparably less in rural districts than in the cities). However, 
this is immaterial for our analysis. We have seen that the continual tendency and law of development of the capitalist 
mode of production is more and more to divorce the means of production from labour, and more and more to 
concentrate the scattered means of production into large groups, thereby transforming labour into wage-labour and 
the means of production into capital. And to this tendency, on the other hand, corresponds the independent 
separation of landed property from capital and labour, or the transformation of all landed property into the form of 
landed property corresponding to the capitalist mode of production.

The first question to he answered is this: What constitutes a class? — and the reply to this follows naturally from the 
reply to another question, namely: What makes wage-labourers, capitalists and landlords constitute the three great 
social classes?

At first glance — the identity of revenues and sources of revenue. There are three great social groups whose 
members, the individuals forming them, live on wages, profit and ground-rent respectively, on the realization of their 
labour-power, their capital, and their landed property.

However, from this standpoint, physicians and officials, e.g., would also constitute two classes, for they belong 
to two distinct social groups, the members of each of these groups receiving their revenue from one and the 
same source. The same would also be true of the infinite fragmentation of interest and rank into which the 
division of social labour splits labourers as well as capitalists and landlords-the latter, e.g., into owners of vineyards, 
farm owners, owners of forests, mine owners and owners of fisheries.

[Here the manuscript breaks off.]



Considering all the conceptual tools we already developed, we can see that 
Marx first defines ”three big classes of modern society based upon the 
capitalist mode of production” in terms that exceed the immanent point of 
view of the commodity world, to include matters of property ownership and 
even an empirical example taken from the social composition of British society. 
Hence ”wage-labourers, capitalists and landlords” are characterized as owners 
of labour, money and land, respectively. Now, this is not a purely commodity-
theoretical distinction, but a more general one, that considers all 
transcendental layers of a capitalist social formation - commodities, property 
rights and group structures - and which therefore seems muddled to him, as 
other factors ”obliterate lines of demarcation everywhere”.

On the other hand, when he poses the question directly - ”what constitutes 
a class?” - and tries to reach an answer from the standpoint of the 
dominant transcendental alone, that is, from the standpoint of the 
”identity of revenues and sources of revenue” which characterize purely 
commodified paths in capitalist space, he is also not satisfied with the 
answer, as ”from this standpoint, physicians and officials, e.g., would also 
constitute two classes, for they belong to two distinct social groups, the 
members of each of these groups receiving their revenue from one and the 
same source”. The criteria allows for more partitions of the space than 
those that define the ”three main classes” of the capitalist world.

In other words, Marx is unhappy with simply describing ”intra-layer” class 
distinctions, since this does not help him single out the specificity of what these 
three ”big classes” have in common, requiring the inclusion of other social 
groups as well, but he is also unhappy with reaching an answer that relies on 
the ”multilayered” transcendental as a whole, as these other layers were not 
fully presented in Capital and thus this particular answer becomes a petition of 
principle rather than a conceptual construction.

There is however one particular aspect that all these three classes have in 
common and which we now have the means to define, namely, all three mobilize 
a certain ”organizational surplus” that place their owners in special positions in 
the process of decomposition and recomposition of the parts of the capitalist 
world. Labour-power and land are both ”fictive commodities” forced into commodity-
form via ”layer-conformance” operations, which implies not all of their parts are 
indexed on commodity logic, while money, as we have repeatedly argued, is not only 
a commodity, but one which plays a crucial role in the immanent representation of 
social coordination within a commodity-world - a role which it acquires ”for free”.

From a ”tektological” perspective, what Marx might have been trying to discern 
is the fact that these three classes are not definable solely by the commodities 
they own, but rather by the organizational commons that haunt the atomic logic 
of each of them. Labour, land and money can all be composed and decomposed 
in scale-dependent ways so as to generate new ”logical atoms” in the form of 
new uses of labour cooperation and actions, of energy extraction and new 
material properties, or in the form of new measures of social intelligibility - and 
this property singles them out without recourse to additional layer-dependences. 

Such a statement, however, cannot be made from inside the capitalist world, which 
only sees this surplus once it has been localized on a ”priceable part”. And hence the 
poetic value of the manuscript’s interruption, which, to us, only reaffirms the project of 
reconstructing the critique of political economy within a theoretical framework that can 
further decompose these ”commons” into determinate organizational spaces, with 
their respective constraints and possibilities, and experiment with their capacity to 
form consistent logical spaces of their own.
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Ideas, beliefs, dependences
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First try at distinguishing organizations that lead to new perspectives 
on the world from those that are reducible to it

Embedding of organizational constraints on the ecosystem of political
movements, situating the origin of alternative social constraints

Expanded diagram which includes the difference in collective and individual 
compositions depending on one’ engagement in political organizations


