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THE CORPORATION AND
CAPITALIST CLASSES
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the turn-of-the-century system of 'finance capitalism' that he saw,
likeBurnham, as being a brief prelude to the final demise of family
capitalists.Similarly for Berle. 'the transformation of property from
an active role to passive wealth has so operated that the wealthy stra-
nun no longer has power' (Berle 1963: 53). AB family inheritance and
control over property became less important in business. the old
propertied class of family entrepreneurs would completely disap-
pear. The possession of wealth is no longer a route to economic
power, and social inequality becomes more closely geared to occu-
pational status and occupational earnings (Bell 1957:40-1; 1958:50 ff':
Parsons 1954a: 431). It is in this new social structure that the tech-
nically indispensable managers have become a new class, dependent
on their salaries rather than property.
I have thoroughly reviewed the evidence concerning the sup-

posed separation of ownership from control that is held to underpin
managerial power in business enterprises, and I have shown that the
economic development of capitalism, in all the countries that I have
considered, has been radically different from the picture painted by
the managerialists. If capitalist societies have not changed in the
direction anticipated by managerialism, it is the case, nevertheless,
that their class structures have been transformed. The transition
from personal to impersonal possession has transformed, but not
eliminated, the capitalist class. AB Zeitlin concluded, 'News of the
demise of the capitalist classes ... is, I suspect, somewhat premature'
(Zeitlin 1974: 46).

Capital, Class, and possession

'Class' is a much misused word. For many people it is merely a mat-
ter of accent. style of dress, or social standing. A society is seen as
'class-ridden' when its members identify one another in these terms
and adopt attitudes of approval and disapproval towards one
another. A society is 'classless', on the other hand, when these kinds
of attitudes are weak or non-existent and when people's opportuni-
ties are unrestricted by others' judgements of their 'class'. Such
views ignore what most sociologists aim to highlight with the term
'class'. They concentrate, in fact, on what Weber called 'status',
which he distinguished clearly and systematically from 'class' (1914;
1920).According to Weber, 'status' was a matter of social standing or
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prestige, while 'class was a matter of economic power rooted in
market and property relations. This distinction between class and
status is fundamental to my concerns in this chapter, where I firmly
link 'class' to relations of possession (see also Scott 1996a). For
Weber, class relations were economic relations. They were those
aspects of the social distribution of power that arose from structured
alignments of interests in the property and labour markets. 1 Marx
showed that such structured relations resulted from the possession
or non-possession of the means of production, and that changing
forms of class relations reflected changing forms of possession.
Weber distingnished 'class situations' from 'social classes. Where

class situations are structurally defined locations within the property
and labour markets, social classes are large-scale collectivities of
households that stand in definite relations to one another in a hier-
archical structure of advantaged and disadvantaged life-chances. The
formation of a social class involves the clustering together of classsit-
uations on the basis of circulation and interaction, and these demo-
graphic processes establish real social boundaries and the basis for
social solidarity. 'Circulation' occurs through the intergenerational
and career mobility of individuals, their multi-occupancy of class sit-
uations, and through household formation. 'Interaction' or associa-
tion involves informal and intimate relations, such as living together,
eating together, SOCiability,and so on. Marriage relations have been
central mechanisms of both circulation and interaction, bringing
together different generations of individuals involved in various class
situations, and creating a network of kinship relations that are
important bases of informal and intimate interaction. It is through
these processes of circulation and interaction that the boundaries of
social classes are defined. Weber sees a social class, then, as a cluster
of class situations among which mobility is easy and typical (Weber
1920; 302). The intergenerational and lifetime mobility of individu-
als among different class situations links them into the same social
class, separating them from those class situations with which there is
less interchange or circulation."
Social classes are the result of complex structuring processes and

do not, therefore, have sharply defined boundaries. While the core
members of a social class may be easily distinguished from those of

1 Weber identified what he called' constellations of interests' inmarket relations,
and my use of the term 'control through a constellation of interests' derives from
this more general account of domination.

2 This argument is set out at greater length in Scott (1996a).
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other classes, those on its fringes will have many characteristics in
commonwith those on the fringes of adjacent social classes. As Cole
hasargued, social classes

atenot sharply definable groups whose precise numbers can he derermined
by gathering in enough information about every individual. They are
rather aggregates of persons round a number of central nuclei, in such a
way that it can be said with confidence of those nearer each centre that they
aremembers of a particular class, but that those further from a centre can
be assigned to the class it represents only with increasing uncertainty. (Cole
1955: 1; Sweezy1951)

UsingWeber's concepts, we may say that a capitalist social class exists
whenever distinctively capitalist class situations are closely intercon-
nected through circulation and interaction. In these circumstances,
a capitalist class exists as a demographically bounded collectivity.
The capitalist social class in contemporary capitalism consists of
those households whose life-chances are determined by their occu-
pancy of capitalist class situations.
These class situations are defined by relations of possession, the

actual relations of effective control associated with particular legal
forms of ownership. Marx saw bourgeois or capitalist class situations
as rooted in legal relations of private properry that give their occu-
pants personal possession of the means of production. Personal pos-
session is seen most clearly in the individual capitalist entrepreneur,
who has a direct and immediate control over productive assets.
Capitalist class situations are those of people whose personal wealth
allows them to benefit from the labour of those they employ to work
in their factories, shops, and offices. Weber added that these benefits
take the form of advantaged life-chances: superior incomes, greater
security; better education and health, and so on.
The spread of the joint stock company transformed the legal con-

text in which capitalist entrepreneurs operate, and it opened up the
basis for a transformation in their class situation. Where an individ-
ual or family holds all or a majority of the shares in a company, the
use of the joint stock form merely results in a shift from direct per-
sonal possession to indirect personal possession. Instead of owning
the business assets directly, the entrepreneur owns shares in a com-
pany that is the legal owner of the assets. The further development
oflarge-scale business enterprise, however, leads to more complex
alterations in class relations. The differentiation of 'shareholders'
from 'directors' and top executives separates-at least in a formal
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sense-relations of possession from the relations of command or
authority through which the relations of possession are made effec-
tive within the enterprise. While shareholders retain personal pos-
session of the capital embodied in company shares, the powers of
command over business assets rest with the directors. In many cases,
of course, the shareholders and the directors are the same people,
but in larger enterprises they may be different people. Indirect per-
sonal possession is not possible when an individual or family owns
less than a majority of the shares and the directors and top executives
achieve a greater autonomy from particular shareholders. When the
great bulk of company shares are not owned by individuals but by
institutions or other corporations, the resulting system of imper-
sonal possession transforms class situations once more. Individual
shareholders become purely 'rentier' shareholders, and they are
completely dissociated from top executives. Rentiers have stakes in a
large number of companies and controlling blocks in none, while
executives occupy salaried class situations and hold key command
situations in the large enterprises.
There are, then, four capitalist class situations in contemporary

capitalism. There are, first, the surviving entrepreneurial capitalist
situations, occupied by the majority and minority controllers of
large enterprises who now operate through indirect personal pos-
session rather than the direct personal possession that was possible
for their early- and mid-Victorian counterparts. Such entrepreneur-
ial capitalists survive, to a greater or lesser extent, in all the capitalist
economies that have been considered in this book. Second, there are
the rentier capitalist situations occupied by those with diversified
portfolios of shareholdings in a large number of enterprises who
depend upon the dividend incomes from their holdings. Rentiers
benefit from the ways in which their wealth is used in the corporate
system, and they remain important elements in the capital markets,
These class situations have grown with the expansion of the stock
exchange, which has allowed erstwhile entrepreneurs to detach
themselves from particular enterprises and to spread their financial
risks. The third capitalist class situation is that of the executive or
director who is a salaried employee of the enterprise, and who exer-
cises authority over subordinate managers and the mass of workers.
These class situations have grown with impersonal possession and
the consequent bureaucratization of administration in large enter-
prises (Wright 1979: 3-4; 1980: 328-9. See also Wright er al. 1982).
Executive capitalists hold collective powers of command in relation
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towhat Carchedi (1975; 1983)has called the 'global function of cap-
ital'.AsWright puts it, 'They may not personally possess the means
ofproduction as individuals, but they are members of collectivities
that do possess those means of production' (Wright 1980: 338; see
abo McDermott 1991: 78).
Finally,it is possible to add the class situation of the finance capi-

talist, who holds multiple directorships or executive positions in a
number of separate enterprises. AJ; Hilferding (1910) first indicated,
such class situations have grown along with the fusion offinance and
industry. The finance capitalists and executive capitalists are those
who most clearly epitomize the system of impersonal possession, as
they are most closely involved in the positions of corporate rule
through which effective conttol is exercised. Rentier capitalists
increased in number as controlling family holdings have declined in
size, and they form the core of the large personal shareholders in
major companies. Entrepreneurial capitalists have remained an
important element in most capitalist societies, running their enter-
prises through majority or minority control. 3
A capitalist social class, then, is formed wherever capitalist class

situations are demographically clustered through processes of circu-
lation and interaction. The class is unified to the extent that its mem-
bers, in their own lifetimes or across the generations, can move
freely from one class situation to another and associate regularly
with those in these same class situations. Thus, for example, a ren-
tier capitalist may also be a finance capitalist, the son of an entrepre-
neurial capitalist may become an executive capitalist, the daughter of
a rentier capitalist may marry an entrepreneurial capitalist, and an
executive capitalist may regularly play golf with a finance capitalist
(Soref and Zeitlin 1988).

This capitalist social class may, however, stretch beyond its core
class-situations to encompass those who depend upon property
ownership or executive positions, but whose property or involve-
ment in strategic control is not sufficient to ensure them the security
of life-chances enjoyed by those in the core. This will be the case

3 Abercrombie and Vrry (1983) have misleadingly seen them as the only true
capitalists. Personal ownership ofthe means of production, they argue, is the defin-
ing characteristic of capitalist economic locations, and so a distinctly <capitalist' class
becomes more and more restricted to those small enterprises in which such per-
sonal ownership is possible. It should be clear from my argument. however, that the
transformation of propeny leads to the new capitalist-class situations of impersonal
possession.
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wherever mobility and interaction is great enough to connect them
to the core. So long as there is 'easy and typical' circulation around
these class situations, and so long as there is informal and intimate
interaction among their occupants, they will form a part of the same
social class, A capitalist social class as a whole is dependent on the
success of the business system which produces its wealth. It is a
'propertied class' or business class' in as much as its members are
dependent on the capitalist private-property business system for
their advantaged life-chances (Scott 1982b: ch. 6).
A capitalist business class is rooted in the large enterprises that

constitute the system of impersonal possession, along with the
entrepreneurial capitalists whose large personal shareholdings give
them a continuing role in the business system. A 'petty bourgeoisie',
on the other hand, is a social class whose members are the owners or
principal shareholders in small- and medium-sized enterprises and
whose activities are increasingly dependent on the operations of big
business (Sease 1982).Where there is little circulation or interaction
among those in capitalist and in petty-bourgeois class situations,
they will comprise distinct social classes. A capitalist class can also be
distinguished from a 'service class' that may be formed from those
in levels of management and expertise below that of the top execu-
tives and directors (Goldthorpe 1982).4These subordinate managers
and administrators have been characterized by Wright as occupying
'contradictory' class situations. They are workers who are excluded
from participation in strategic control over money capital, but who
participate in the operational control of production and labour.
Their class situations are contradictory because 'they share class
interests with two different classes but have interests identical to nei-
ther' (Wright 1980: 331).ln Carchedi's terms, they participate in the
performance of some aspects of the 'global function of capital',
while at the same time engaging in the work of the 'collective
labourer' (Carchedi 1975).' Their class situations involve a high
degree of trust and autonomy in the exercise of delegated authority,
and, as I showed in Chapter 7, they have been based in bureaucratic
hierarchies in which recruitment and promotion is organized
through career expectations (Abercrombie and Urry 1983: 118 ff.:
Goldthorpe 1982: 168;Ehrenreich and Ehrenreich 1979).

4 See also Bechhofer a al. (1978) and Goldthorpe (1978). The concept of the ser-
vice class was first introduced by Karl Renner (1953).

, See also Mackenzie (1982).
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The core of a service class would comprise those households
whose life-chances are rooted in the progress of one or more of their
members through a career in service locations. They have no sub-
stantial wealth, other than modest domestic properry, and so are
dependent solely on their occupational salaries and 'fringe benefits'.
The service class is rooted firmly 'in the middle' of the class hierar-
chy, though it may stretch a considerable distance, from households
dependent on the earnings of ajunior manager to households whose
members have reached peak career positions and may be on the
verge of a capitalist class situation."
Mydiscussion so far has concentrated on rhe social class hierarchy

and its basis in the class situations of households, but it is also impor-
tant to recognize the analytically distinct contribution to life-chances
made by the structures that Weber described as comprising status
situations. While class situations involve the determination of life-
chances through the material consequences of properry ownership
and economic location in a market, status situations involve their
determination through communal solidariry and shared values.
More specifically, status situations are determined by the 'social esti-
mation of honour' (Weber 1914: 932). Social honour, Weber argued,
is estimated on the evidence offered of a person's life style: specific
styles oflife are expected ofthose occupying particular social posi-
tions, and the outward trappings of life sryle tend to become the
observable attributes in terms of which individuals are 'placed' by
others in a status hierarchy. It is when individuals regard one another
as status equals that they are especially likely to marry one another,
to engage in informal and intimate interaction, and to exclude from
such interaction those whom they regard as their status inferiors.
Status equals, that is to say; tend to establish a social closure around
themselves (Parkin 1979:44-5).
Class and status are analytically distinct from one another, though

they interpenetrate in concrete situations to form complex patterns
of stratification. In some circumstances status will correspond to and
legitimate class differences, reinforcing the effects of material cir-
cumstances on circulation and interaction and so reinforcing the for-
mation of social classes. In other circumstances, however, status
evaluations may run counter to the effects of class and so obscure

6 Strictly speaking. it is necessary to refer to both' class situations' and 'command
situations' in corporate hierarchies. As these tend to be closely associated, I have not
explicitly drawn the distinction except where it would cause confusion not to do so.
The argument is developed at length in Scott (1996a: chs. 6 and 7).
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class relations under a veil of status considerations. Weber illustrated
this well in the case of property ownership, which, he argued, has
distinct class and status implications. Those with property may claim
a superior status, though it is rarely the case that property per se guar-
antees such honour: in a reference to the status disadvantages of the
nouveau riche, Weber argued that the status evaluation of property
'normally stands in sharp opposition to the pretensions of sheer
property' (1914: 932): 'old' wealth is superior to 'mere' wealth.
Nevertheless, he recognized that those for whom property owner-
ship is significant will often assert their distinctive social status
(Weber 1920: 307).

InequalitIes of Income and Wealth

Having set out these conceptual clarifications, it is now possible to
explore the actual patterns of capitalist class formation that can be
found in contemporary capitalist societies. A provisional view of this
can be gained from evidence on the distribution of income and
wealth, among the most important structured differentials in life
chances that result from differences in class situation. The top
income- and wealth-recipients in a socicry-i-defined as a statistical
category such as the top 0.5 per cent, top 1 per cent, or whatever-
do not, of course, constitute a social class. They form a purely nom-
inal category that includes those from various class situations whose
level of income and wealth happens to be similar. Nevertheless, dis-
tributional studies can show the broad contours of the social inequal-
ities that arise from property ownership in capitalist societies.
The top 10 per cent of income recipients in the United States

received a more or less constant share of around one-third of all
income before tax throughout the first half of this century (Kolko
1962: 15,24,37; Kuznets 1953).Although an increase in the concen-
tration of income within this category took place prior to 1919, this
was partially reversed during the Depression and the Second World
War. The share of the top 1per cent in income, for example, fell from
14 per cent to 10 per cent during the 1930s and 1940s. By the late
1950s the share of the top 1 per cent offamilies stood at 8 per cent
(Domhoff 1967: 41; Birnbaum 1971; Bottomore 1965: 44; Miller
1966: 113). The picture in Britain is remarkably similar. While the
share of the top 10 per cent of income recipients in before-tax


