
Karl and Weber on Social Class 

Karl Marx and Class Conflict 

 One of 3 greatest modern thinkers 

 Engine of human history is Class Conflict 

 Said: Bourgeoisie (capitalists: those who own the means of products to produce wealth: 

capital, land, factories and machines) are locked in conflict with the proletariat (the 

exploited workers, who do not own the means of productions) 

Social Class 

 According to Weber, a large group of people who rank close to one another in wealth.  

 According to Marx, one of 2 groups: capitalists and the workers (labourers) 

 Social class is based on income, education and occupational prestige. 

Karl Marx: The means of production 

 Karl Marx concluded that social depends on a single factor: people’s relationship to the 

means of productions - the tools, factories, land and investments capitalists used to produce 

with. 

 People's relationships to the means of productions determine their social class. 

 Marx didn't recognise other groups (people living on the margins of society and middle class 

workers) as he didn't consider these groups as social classes. 

 What holds back the workers' unity and the revolution is False class consciousness - 

identifying with the interests of capitalists  

 Capitalists will seize their means of productions, resulting in a class society. 

 Dominant social group - monopolises both political power and laws that will protest thier 

interests. 

 Beliefs and values of society will reflect the working class that the Dominant group classify. 

 Under capitalism, the dominant groups is equality.  

 Rather on exploitation then equality 

Updating Marx 

 Marx argued that there are 2 classes - capitalists and workers. 

 This has been criticised by sociologists, that say these categories are too broad (Example, 

executives, managers and supervisors don't own the means of productions, they would be 

classified as workers.  

 Category of Capitalists is too board. (Example, 1000 workers employed as their decisions 

affect 1000 families).  

 Man in Campbelltown, NSW, fixed cars in someone else's garage as well as his own 

backyard. He then quit his regular job and put up a building with 5 bays and an office, so 

Stephen is considered a capitalist, for he employs them.  

 Resolving this problem, Sociologist Erik Wright (1985) suggests that some people are 

members of more than one class as the same time. They occupy what he calls 'contradictory 

class locations'.  



 Wright means that a person's position in the class structure can generate contradictory 

interests.  

 Contradictory class locations, Wright modified Marx's model.  

 Four classes: 1. Capitalists: business owners who employ many workers 2. Petty bourgeoisie: 

small business owners 3. Managers, who sell their own labour but also exercise authority 

over other employers 4. Workers, who simply sell their labour to others. 

 Wright's modification of Marx's Model - 1. Capitalists 2. Petty bourgeoisie 3. Managers 

 4. Workers 

 Allows fine divisions then Marx proposed, yet it maintains the primary distinction between 

employer and employee 

 Example - Executive for Toyota (1000 workers) and Manger at McDonalds (handful of 

people) they have little in common. 

 


