
IV. Social Stratification and Class Structure

1. CONCEPTS

I: THE CONCEPTS OF CLASS AND CLASS STATUS

THE term 'class status'
1  will be applied to the typical probability that a

given state of (a) provision with goods, (b) external conditions of life,
and (c) subjective satisfaction or frustration will be possessed by an in
dividual or a group. These probabilities define class status in so far as
they are dependent on the kind and extent of control or lack of it which
the individual has over goods or services and existing possibilities of
their exploitation for the attainment of income or receipts within a
given economic order.

A 'class' is any group of persons occupying the same class status.
The following types of classes may be distinguished: (a) A class is a
'property class' when class status for its members is primarily determined
by the differentiation of property holdings; (b) a class is an 'acquisition
class' when the class situation of its members is primarily determined by
their opportunity for the exploitation of services on the market; (c) the
'social class' structure is composed of the plurality of class statuses be
tween which an interchange of individuals on a personal basis or in
the course of generations is readily possible and typically observable. On
the basis of any of the three types of class status, associative relationships
between those sharing the same class interests, namely, corporate class
organizations may develop. This need not, however, necessarily happen.
The concepts of class and class status as such designate only the fact of
identity or similarity in the typical situation in which a given individual
and many others find their interests defined. In principle control over

1 Weber Uses the term 'class' (Klasse) in a special sense, which is defined in this
paragraph and which, in particular, he contrasts with Stand. There seems no other alterna
tive translation of Klasse, but it should be kept in mind that it is being used in a special
sense.-ED.
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different combinations o£ consumers goods, means of production, invest
ments, capital funds or marketable abilities constitute class statuses which
are different with each variation and combination. Only persons who
are completely unskilled, without property and dependent on employ
ment without regular occupation, are in a strictly identical class status.
Transitions from one class status to another vary greatly in fluidity and
in the ease with which an individual can enter the class. Hence the unity
of 'social' classes is highly relative and variable.

The primary significance of a positively privileged property class lies
in the following facts: (i) Its members may be able to monopolize. the
purchase of high-priced consumers goods. (ii) They may control the
opportunities of pursuing a systematic monopoly policy in the sale of
economic goods. (iii) They may monopolize opportunities for the accu
mulation of property through unconsumed surpluses. (iv) They may
monopolize opportunities to accumulate capital by saving, hence, the
possibility of investing property in loans and the related possibility of
control over executive positions in business. (v) They may monopolize
the privileges of socially advantageous kinds of education so far as these
involve expenditures.

Positively privileged property classes typically live from property in
come. This may be derived from property rights in human beings, as
with slaveowners, in land, in mining property, in fixed equipment such
as plant and apparatus, in ships, and as creditors in loan relationships.
Loans may consist of domestic animals, grain, or money. Finally they
may live on income from securities.

Class interests which are negatively privileged with respect to property
belong typically to one of the following types: (a) They are themselves
objects of ownership, that is they are unfree. (b) They are 'outcasts'
that is 'proletarians' in the sense meant in Antiquity. (c) They are
debtor classes and, (d) the 'poor.'

In between stand the 'middle' classes. This term includes groups who
have all sorts of property, or of marketable abilities through training,
who are in a position to draw their support from these sources. Some of
them may be 'acquisition' classes. Entrepreneurs are in this category by
virtue of essentially positive privileges; proletarians, by virtue of nega
tive privileges. But many types such as peasants, craftsmen, and officials
do not fall in this category. The differentiation of classes on the basis of
property alone is not 'dynamic,' that is, it does not necessarily result in
class struggles or class revolutions. It is not uncommon for very strongly
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privileged property classes such as slaveowners, to exist side by side with
such far less privileged groups as peasants or even outcasts without any
class struggle. There may even be ties of solidarity between privileged
property classes and unfree elements. However, such conflicts as that
between land owners and outcast elements or between creditors and
debtors, the latter often being a question of urban patricians as opposed to
either rural peasants or urban craftsmen, may lead to revolutionary con
flict. Even this, however, need not necessarily aim at radical changes in
economic organization. It may, on the contrary, be concerned in the
first instance only with a redistribution of wealth. These may be called
'property revolutions.'

A classic example of the lack of class antagonism has been the relation
of the 'poor white trash,' originally those not owning slaves, to the
planters in the Southern States of the United States. The 'poor whites'
have often been much more hostile to the Negro than the planters who
have frequently had a large element of patriarchal sentiment. The con
flict of outcast against the property classes, of creditors and debtors, and
of landowners and outcasts are best illustrated in the history of Antiquity.

2: THE SIGNIFICANCE OF ACQUISITION CLASSES

The primary significance of a positively privileged acquisition class is
to be found in two directions. On the one hand it is generally possible
to go far toward attaining a monopoly of the management of productive
enterprises in favour of the members of the class and their business inter
ests. On the other hand, such a class tends to insure the security of its
economic position by exercising influence on the economic policy of
political bodies and other groups.

The members of positively privileged acquisition classes are typically
entrepreneurs. The following are the most important types: merchants,
shipowners, industrial and agricultural entrepreneurs, bankers and finan
ciers. Under certain circumstances two other types are also members of
such classes, namely, members of the 'liberal' professions with a privileged
position by virtue of their abilities or training, and workers with special
skills commanding .a monopolistic position, regardless of how far they are
hereditary or the result of training.

Acquisition classes in a negatively privileged situation are workers of
the various principal types. They may be roughly classified as skilled,
 semi-skilled and unskilled.
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In this connexion as well as the above, independent peasants and
craftsmen are to be treated as belonging to the 'middle classes.' This
category often includes in addition officials, whether they are in public or
private employment, the liberal professions, and workers with exceptional
monopolistic assets or positions.

Examples of 'social classes' are (a) the 'working' class as a whole. It
approaches this type the more completely mechanized the productive
process becomes. (b) The 'lower middle' c1asses.2 (c) The 'intelligentsia'
without independent property and the persons whose social position is
primarily dependent on technical training such as engineers, commercial
and other officials, and civil servants. These groups may differ greatly
among themselves, in particular according to costs of training. (d) The
classes occupying a privileged position through property and education.

The unfinished concluding section of Karl Marx's Kapital was evi
dently intended to deal with the problem of the class unity of the prole
tariat, which he held existed in spite of the high degree of qualitative
differentiation. A decisive factor is the increase in the importance of semi
skilled workers who have been trained in a relatively short time directly
on the machines themselves, at the expense of the older type of 'skilled'
labour and also of unskilled. However, even this type of skill may often
have a monopolistic aspect. Weavers are said to attain the highest level
of productivity only after five years' experience.

At an earlier period every worker could be said to have been primarily
interested in becoming an independent small bourgeois, but the possibility
of realizing this goal is becoming progressively smaller. From one genera
tion to another the most readily available path to advancement both for
skilled and semi-skilled workers is into the class of technically trained
individuals. In the most highly privileged classes, at least over the period
of more than one generation, it is coming more and more to be true that
money is overwhelmingly decisive. Through the banks and corporate
enterprises members of the lower middle class and the salaried groups
have certain opportunities to rise into the privileged class.

Organized activity of class groups is favoured by the following cir
cumstances: (a) the possibility of concentrating on opponents where the
immediate conflict of interests is vital. Thus workers organize against

2 Like the French 'petite bourgeoisie: the German term Kleinbürgertum has a somewhat
more specific meaning than the English 'lower-middle class.' It refers particularly to eco-
nomically independent elements not employed in large-scale organizations. The typical ex
ample are the small shopkeeper and the proprietor of a small handicraft workshop.-ED.
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management and not against security holders who are the ones who
really draw income without working. Similarly peasants are not apt to
organize against landlords. (b) The existence of a class status which is
typically similar for large masses of people. (c) The technical pos
sibility of being easily brought together. This is particularly true where
large numbers work together in a small area, as in the modern factory.
(d) Leadership directed to readily understandable goals. Such goals are
very generally imposed or at least are interpreted by persons, such as
intelligentsia, who do not belong to the class in question.

3: SOCIAL STRATA AND THEIR STATUS

The term of 'social status'
8 will be applied to a typically effective claim

to positive or negative privilege with respect to social prestige so far as
it rests on one or more of the following bases: (a) mode of living, (b) a
formal process of education which may consist in empirical or rational
training and the acquisition of the corresponding modes of life, or (c)
on the prestige of birth, or of an occupation.

The primary practical manifestations of status with respect to social
stratification are conubium, commensality, and often monopolistic appro
priation of privileged economic opportunities and also prohibition of
certain modes of acquisition. Finally, there are conventions or traditions

of other types attached to a social status.
Stratificatory status may be based on class status directly or related to

it in complex ways. It is not, however, determined by this alone. Property
and managerial positions are not as such sufficient to lend their holder a
certain social status, though they may well lead to its acquisition. Sim-
iIarIy, poverty is not as such a disqualification for high social status
though again it may influence it.

Conversely, social status may pardy or even wholly determine class
status, without, however, being identical with it. The class status of an
officer, a civil servant, and a student as determined by their income may
be wideiy different while their social status remains the same, because
they adhere to the same mode of life in all relevant respects as a result
of their common education.

A social 'stratum' stand is a plurality of individuals who, within a
8

Ständische Lage. The difficulties of translating the term Stand have already been com
mented upon (see page 347, note 27).-Ed.
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larger group, enjoy a particular kind and level of prestige by virtue of
their position and possibly also claim certain special monopolies.

The following are the most important sources of the development of
distinct strata: (a) The most important is by the development of a pecul
iar style of life including, particularly, the type of occupation pursued.
(b) The second basis is hereditary charisma arising from the successful
claim to a position of prestige by virtue of birth. (c) The third is the
appropriation of political or hierocratic authority as a monopoly by
socially distinct groups.

The development of hereditary strata is usually a form of the hereditary
appropriation of privileges by an organized group or by individual quali
fied persons. Every well-established case of appropriation of opportuni
ties and abilities, especially of exercising imperative powers, has a tend
ency to lead to the development of distinct strata. Conversely, the devel
opment of strata has a tendency in turn to lead to the monopolistic
appropriation of governing powers and of the corresponding economic
advantages.

Acquisition classes are favoured by an economic system oriented to
market situations, whereas social strata develop and subsist most readily
where economic organization is of a monopolistic and liturgical character
and where the economic needs of corporate groups are met on a feudal
or patrimonial basis. The type of class which is most closely related to
a stratum is the 'social' class, while the 'acquisition' class is the farthest
removed. Property classes often constitute the nucleus of a stratum.

Every society where strata play a prominent part is controlled to a
large extent by conventional rules of conduct. It thus creates economically
irrational conditions of consumption and hinders the development of free
markets by monopolistic appropriation and by restricting free disposal
of the individual's own economic ability. This will have to be discussed
further elsewhere.4

4
This chapter breaks off at this point but is obviously incomplete. There is, however,

no other part of Weber's published work in which the subject is systematically developed.
although aspects of it are treated in different connexions at many points.-Ed.




