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Looking at the industrial countries since World War II, a number of empirically plausible generalizations can be made.  The line between manual and nonmanual labor continues to be the hardest to cross, going either way.  There is a good deal of downward mobility (even from the top strata), but it is greatly exceeded by upward mobility.  At a very rough estimate, intergenerationally (that is, from parent and child), about 25 percent of individuals move from manual to nonmanual occupations, while about 10 percent move in the reverse direction.  Downward mobility, it goes without saying, is a personal misfortune in most cases, but it is as important as upward mobility in gauging the "openness" of a stratification system:  As upward mobility shows that there is a real opportunity for the "outs," downward mobility shows that there are no guarantees for the "ins," despite the fact that, in a modern class system as in any other type of society, a prudent choice of parents helps a lot.


Not only is it more difficult for an individual to move up from manual to nonmanual labor (and, conversely, less likely for an individual to move down in the opposite direction), but generally most mobility takes place between adjacent occupational categories.  For example, it is more likely for the son of an unskilled worker to become a skilled worker than to become a professional and for the son of a clerk to become a professional than to become a top executive.  While family "point of origin" continues to be important in predicting the mobility of an individual, the education level attained by the latter is by now more important (though, of course, family background is in turn important for the amount of education an individual is likely to obtain).  Thus the son of a blue-collar worker with a college degree has better chances than the son of a white-collar worker without such a degree.  The importance of education as a mobility vehicle, as against "raw" economic achievement, is very clearly related to the bureaucratization (specialization) of the economy.


Contrary to many popular assumptions, the overall mobility rates, at least in this century, have been similar in all Western industrial countries.  There continue to be considerable differences in the subjective perception of mobility chances, with Americans tending to be more optimistic than Europeans.  This is an interesting phenomenon, relevant to an understanding of class consciousness and its political consequences, but it probably has limited bearing for a theory of capitalism.  Another set of data, however, has very great bearing for the latter -- namely, data indicating that there is also overall similarity between the mobility rates in Western countries and the socialist industrial societies (the Soviet Union and its European allies).  Now, there are considerable difficulties in making comparisons between these two sets of countries, and the similarity in gross mobility rates should not be allowed to obscure the very real differences in the workings of the two systems.  Still, it is very important to recognize that most of the above generalizations on mobility hold as much for, say, East Germany as for West Germany:  There is more upward than downward mobility, the manual/nonmanual line is more difficult to cross, education is the most important predictor of mobility, and so on.  This similarity between capitalist and socialist industrialism gives added weight to another broad generalization:  Social mobility is basically driven by the industrialization process as such.  That is, the amount of social mobility in a particular society basically depends on the degree of its industrialization rather than on other characteristics.  This in no way denies that this basic "engine" of mobility is modified by social, political, and (very important) demographic forces, such as prejudice against minority groups, government policies (notably in education), and the differential fertility rate between classes (it seems to be cross-nationally true that the higher strata have fewer children, so that demography ensures that there will be "room at the top").  None of these modifications, however, change the underlying fact that social mobility is basically the result of changes in the occupational structure of the economy, which in turn are determined by technological changes in the production process.


Proposition:  In all advanced industrial societies there have been moderate increases, but no dramatic changes, in the rates of upward mobility.  


This could change if there is a continued shrinkage in the demand for unskilled manual labor.  But, thus far, the proposition maintains that industrialization continues to spell enlarged opportunity.  It should be noted, of course, that if a whole society experiences massive increases in the material standard of living as it modernizes -- this is different from the changes that are the result of social mobility.  In principle, one could envisage a society with no mobility at all, in which nevertheless, all classes enormously improve their standard of living.  Put differently, the son of a blue-collar worker who remains in his father's occupation, or in one very close to it, may nevertheless be much better off than his father.


Proposition:  In all advanced industrial societies, education has become the single most important vehicle of upward mobility.  


This fact, with its quantum jump in the significance of credentials and certification procedures, has changed the character of social mobility even if its overall rates have not changed dramatically.


The subjective perceptions of all this may vary considerably.  In the United States, people tend to have an optimistic view both of the progress made since their parents' time (that is, their own past mobility) and their own chances.  (It is interesting to note that the single most optimistic group in this regard are American Blacks.)  Recently, there has been more pessimism on the chances of the coming generation.  Still, the popular view among Americans is that the class system is quite open and that hard work and getting an education are the major factors determining whether an individual "makes it" in terms of mobility.  There is very little interest in equality, in the sense of a guaranteed egalitarian outcome of the struggle for success and thus broad disagreement with the common egalitarian criticisms of American society.  Most Americans continue to believe that the class system is quite fair.  What is more, most Americans are prepared to seek remedies for specific elements of unfairness, such as those based on racial or sex discrimination.  In addition to hard work and education, there is also a widespread belief in the importance of sheer luck and a willingness to accept this too as essentially fair, in disagreement with egalitarian critics.


Proposition:  Industrial capitalism, especially when combined with political democracy, is most likely to maintain openness in the stratification system of a society.

It will be clear even from the way in which this proposition is worded that "openness" is a relative term.  There has never been, and probably never will be, a society in which every individual rises or falls in rank simply as a result of his own abilities and efforts.  Of course every society, including the class system of Western industrial capitalism, will appear "closed" or "unjust" if compared with an ideal of perfectly equal opportunity for all (not to mention the egalitarian ideal of equal result).  The social sciences are not in the business of idealism; within a social-scientific frame of reference, the question of "openness" must always be one of empirical comparisons.  In other words, the question must be:  In comparison to what other societies can this or that stratification system be called "open" or "closed"?  If the question is thus posed, two comparative procedures suggest themselves:  The present class system can be compared with the past of Western societies; or it can be compared with empirically available alternatives in the present.  In both cases, it is hypothesized here, the relative openness of industrial capitalism and its class system is manifested.


Are there jobs in the modernized sector of the economy?  Are there opportunities for education and training making these jobs accessible to the individual?  Does the individual have the ability and the motivation to make use of the available opportunities?


It is not only that, quite apart from income distribution and social mobility, capitalism has shown an unsurpassed capacity to improve the standards of living of virtually all strata.  It is also that the very fact of successful economic growth continues to maintain and to expand the structure of opportunities and to allow both individuals and groups to move up without forcing others to surrender what they have.  Put simply, a growing pie allows upward mobility without forcing an equal amount of downward mobility.  This not only makes for a more open society -- one with permeable boundaries between the strata -- but a less coercive one.  Whenever one is confronted with the criticisms of economic growth that were so fashionable a few years ago, one does well to remember that most of human history took place in zero-growth situations.  One may then also recall that these situations were, in the overwhelming number of cases, characterized by rigid barriers between strata, frozen hierarchies, and near-zero mobility.


Wherever industrial capitalism is combined with political democracy, the latter has invariably increased the openness of the class system -- not necessarily by improving income distribution or the overall amount of upward mobility but by giving greater access to education and other facilitators of mobility to people from the less privileged classes.  In this perspective, the entire welfare state, as it has developed in Western democracies, can be seen as a vast mechanism to further open up an already highly dynamic class system.  George Will has described this with great succinctness:  "The market delivers rough justice.  The welfare state takes the roughness out of the justice."  This corresponds very neatly with the aforementioned feelings of Americans about the "fairness" of their society.  The phrase "democratic capitalism," which as been used with great effect by Michael Novak, suggests that any discussion of contemporary Western capitalism must take cognizance of the political system with which it has come to be empirically linked.


To sum up this matter, industrial capitalism provides a market situation of opportunities.  Individuals are given relatively free rein to play this market and to reap the benefits of their successes.  Barriers to this free play, either traditional ones rooted in the past or political ones imposed in the present, are relatively weak.  Background continues to count, of course, but so does individual achievement and plain luck.  What is more, political democracy, which allows individuals from all strata to have some say in the workings of the society, ensures a further weakening of barriers and an equalizing of access to the institutions that facilitate success.  It also provides insurance to those who are unable (or, for that matter, unwilling) to succeed in the mobility game.  All of these characteristics spell a high degree of openness.


In the past, there was one horizontally stratified middle class (from upper-middle to lower-middle), within itself.  There now are two middle classes instead of one.  There continues to be the old middle class, consisting of the business community and its professional as well as clerical affiliates.  Even at some remove (as, say, with accountants or even dentists), these are people who derive their livelihood from the production and distribution of material goods or services.  But then there is a new middle class (recently referred to as the "New Class"), consisting of people whose occupations deal with the production and distribution of symbolic knowledge.  Let this be called the "knowledge class."


The economic and technological roots of this phenomenon are not mysterious:  Material production has become so efficient that a progressively small proportion of the labor force is required to keep it going.  In consequence, more and more people are employed in the so-called quaternary, or service, sector of the economy.


Then there is another category, that of the "knowledge industry," employing large numbers of people in the production and distribution of knowledge.  That category, however, is also too broad:  It lumps the psychiatric social workers with all those people in what John Kenneth Galbraith called the "technostructure" -- such as nuclear engineers, stock market analysts, brain surgeons -- most of whom continue to be concerned with material production and (in the case of the brain surgeons) services of a material kind.  That is why the focus here is on the purveyors of symbolic knowledge -- knowledge that is not directly, or in most cases even indirectly, oriented toward material life.


Helmut Schelsky, in his analysis of intellectuals in contemporary society, has described three areas of activity that fairly coincide with the boundaries of the new class suggested here -- Belehrung, Betreuung, Beplanung, roughly translatable as indoctrination, therapy, and planning.  (It should be added that the planning too is of the symbolic kind, as in the area of "quality of life"; it should exclude such activities as planning for the water supply of a metropolitan area or the raw materials needed by the automobile industry.)  But even with these restrictions, the category of the knowledge class covers quite a large number of people -- in the United States, certainly comprising several million.  These are the people employed in the educational system, the communications media, the vast counseling and guidance networks, and the bureaucratic agencies planning for the putative nonmaterial needs of the society (from racial amity to geriatric recreation).


It is important to stress that this knowledge class is a much larger group than the people conventionally called "intellectuals."  These people (presumably definable as primary producers of symbolic knowledge) are only a sort of upper crust of the knowledge class.  For instance, there are professors of psychiatry or psychology at prestige universities who can reasonably be described as intellectuals.  But they share their class affiliation with much larger numbers of people -- ordinary practicing therapists, social workers and counselors, and even clerical employees in therapeutic organizations -- who also derive their livelihood from the Betreuung of their fellow citizens.  In other words, the new middle class, like the old one, is stratified within itself; just as there was an haute and a petite bourgeoisie (and, with changes in nomenclature, continues to be), so there is an upper- and a petty-knowledge class.  There are tensions between these strata; but they also share common class interests and a common class culture.


Proposition:  Contemporary Western societies are characterized by a protracted conflict between two classes, the old middle class (occupied in the production and distribution of material goods and services) and a new middle class (occupied in the production and distribution of symbolic knowledge).

It follows that class-specific cultural traits are symbolic of the class interests in contention -- not in the sense that they are not valued by people for their own sakes but rather in the sense that inevitably these cultural traits are drawn into the conflict.  Thus, in the older conflict between aristocracy and bourgeoisie, each group was attached to forms of etiquette and of aesthetic taste  ("aristocratic manners," "bourgeois sensibilities") that by no stretch of the sociological imagination could be described as direct expressions of class interests.  But once these cultural traits are established in a class (as a result of whatever historical circumstances), they serve as symbols of mutual recognition and of collective solidarity, and any disagreements over these cultural items become part and parcel of the underlying class conflict.


The above proposition hypothesizes that this is the case with many cultural divisions in Western society today, such as those over sexual morality, the role of women, the environment, patriotism.


But one aspect of the phenomenon is very relevant indeed:  The new knowledge class tends to be politically and ideologically to the left of the old middle class, and it is ipso facto anti-capitalist in overall orientation.


Proposition:  The new knowledge class in Western societies is a major antagonist of capitalism.

The anticapitalist animus of the intelligentsia has long been noted and indeed was elaborated in considerable detail by Joseph Schumpeter and more recently by Daniel Bell.  In the American context it has long been part and parcel of what Lionel Trilling called the "adversary culture," in which antibourgeois cultural sentiments had a natural affinity with anticapitalist politics.  The interesting sociological question is why this should be so.


As one looks at the societal location of the knowledge class, two interests suggest themselves.  The first is an interest in having privilege based on educational credentials, in which this class has an obvious advantage.  This interest could well underlie a general antagonism against privilege based on "raw" achievement in economic terms and thus against the capitalist market system that, in principle, is open to anyone regardless of education or other extra-economic certification.  But there is also a second interest, which is due to the fact that a large proportion of this knowledge class depends for its livelihood on government payrolls or subsidies.  This suggests a built-in vested interest in the expansion of the welfare state, which, of course, is that part of government in which this class finds employment and subsidization.  Put differently, the knowledge class has an interest in the distributive machinery of government, as against the production system, and this naturally pushes it to the left in the context of Western politics (whatever "left" may mean in ideological terms, politically it means an expansion of the welfare state in the Western democracies).  Incidentally, this second interest may help to explain why the knowledge class in America, still, is less to the left than the same class in Western Europe:  In America a larger proportion of this class sells its services on the market and thus may have a larger interest in maintaining a market economy (one may reflect here, in comparing the two continents, on the role of privately owned mass media and private education in the United States).


Like all rising classes, the knowledge class rhetorically identifies its own class interests with the general welfare of society and especially with the downtrodden (just as the early bourgeoisie did in its conflict with the ancien regime of feudalism.  This is especially so because the knowledge class has such an interest in the welfare state, which is ostensibly set up on behalf of the poor and of other disadvantaged groups (such as the racial minorities in America).  Politically, this has meant a curious symbiosis (and perhaps a quite objective convergence of interests) between this generally affluent and well-educated group on the one hand and various "underclass" groups on the other hand.  The common interest here, of course, is in the distributive and redistributive role of the state.  This has also meant a tense relationship with the industrial working class, especially represented by organized labor, which has very different interests.  






