1 The Discovery of the New
Middle Classes*

Val Burris

Few topics in political sociology have received as much at-
tention as the nature and politics of the new middle class.
Among Marxists the class position of salaried mental workers
has been an issue of controversy for nearly a century. Con-
cern with this question can be traced back at least as far as
the revisionism debate of the 1890s. It was a major focus in
Marxist analyses of fascism in the 1930s and today remains
one of the ‘most hotly debated issues within the Western
socialist and communist parties. In non-Marxist circles the
rise of the new middle class has inspired no less fascination.
From the technocratic prophesies of Thorstein Veblen and
James Burnham to the “new little man” of C. Wright Mills’s
White Collar to the post-industrial theories of Daniel Bell and
Alvin Gouldner, each generation of social theorists has based
its vision of the emerging social order on the rediscovery
or reinterpretation of this class. In the words of one recent
commentator, “an entire history of political sociology could
be written on the theme of the new middle classes. Whether
in the guise of the ‘managerial revolution,” ‘white collar,’
the ‘new working class,” or the ‘new petite bourgeoisie,’ the
emergence of intermediate strata in advanced industrial
societies has been rediscovered more often than the wheel.”!
The reasons for this preoccupation with the new middle
class are not hard to identify. As salaried professionals, most
social theorists are themselves members of the new middle
class. Their concern with this group is thus motivated by an
interest in self-understanding, if not by an inflated sense of
their own importance. Apart from this are reasons that derive
from the distinctive characteristics of the new middle class.

* Reprinted from Theory and Society, vol. 15, pp. 317—49. (Dordrecht: Martinus
Nijhoff Publishers, 1986).
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Because of its heterogeneous composition, the new middle
class poses the most difficult problems for the classification
of persons according to their place within the social rela-
tions of capitalist production. Disagreements over the na-
ture of the class structure have therefore focused on this
stratum. On account of its intermediate location the new
middle class is often the pivotal class in the formation of
political alliances. It has therefore occupied an important
place in the investigation of patterns of political alignment
and cleavage. Finally, because of its increasing size relative
to other classes, the new middle class lends itself to specu-
lation about the transformation of the class structure. Critiques
of earlier theories of class and projections of the future of
class society have therefore placed the new middle class at
the center of the analysis.

As is common in sociology, different theories of the new
middle class have often served to bolster different political
viewpoints. Social democrats in Weimar Germany cited the
supposed lack of proletarian consciousness among white-collar
employees as a justification for their reformism. In the United
States during the same period, social critics like Veblen used
the purported frustrations of salaried technicians to advance
a populist attack on big business. From the 1930s onward
Marxist explanations of fascism as a panic reaction of the
lower middle class served to deflect attention from the stra-
tegic failures of working-class parties. Mainstream sociologists
used similar theories to absolve capitalists of any responsi-
bility for fascism. Theories of “managerial revolution,” de-
veloped during and after the Second World War, reflected
different political reactions to the expansion of large-scale
state and corporate bureaucracies. Conservatives depicted
the rise of a new managerial class as a totalitarian threat
from which capitalism must be saved; liberals welcomed it
as the initiator of a new era of class harmony and corpo-
rate responsibility. In American sociology of the 1950s the
growth of an affluent new middle class was celebrated as a
sign of the “end of ideology” and an assurance of the per-
manent stability of capitalist institutions. New Left theorists
of the 1960s reinterpreted these intermediate strata as a “new
working class” in order to account for (and further) the
unanticipated revival of political radicalism. Since the 1970s
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the efforts of European socialist and communist parties to
establish new forms of political alliance have prompted re-
newed debates among Marxists in which opposing views of
political strategy have been expressed as disagreements over
the proper conceptualization of these intermediate classes.?

In this article I examine some of the earliest theories of
the new middle class — namely, those that originated in Ger-
many prior to 1933 and were transplanted to the United
States following the rise of fascism. These early writings on
the new middle class are interesting today for several reasons.
By their sheer volume they constitute one of the most ex-
tensive bodies of literature on social class yet produced. As
the first studies in this area, they have also been influential
in establishing the basic directions later theorists would fol-
low. Indeed, Mills’s statement in 1951 that “the range of
theory had been fairly well laid out by the middle ’twenties,
and nothing really new has since been added” is almost as
true today as it was thirty years ago.? Finally, because of
their origins during a period of crisis and their close con-
nection to strategic debates taking place within the German
Social Democratic Party, these early writings provide a clearer
focus on the political implications of the new middle class.
than many subsequent accounts.

This political dimension of class theory provides the main
focus for the present article. In the pages that follow I seek
to do three things. First, I attempt to clarify the historical
circumstances in which various theories of the new middle
class originated. Second, I aim to evaluate these theories
on the basis of the most recent empirical evidence. Third,
and most important, I seek to elucidate the political mo-
tives and interests that have shaped (and sometimes distorted)
the development of theory in this area.

As the range of theories covered is rather broad, it is helpful
to begin with a brief summary of the different theories to
be examined and the general nature of my argument. Because
most of the early theories of the new middle class were in-
tended as revisions or refutations of Marxism, I begin with
a short discussion of Marx’s views on intermediate classes.
This is followed by a discussion of the pre-1933 German
debates over the class position of salaried employees. The
main protagonists in these debates were the “orthodox”
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Marxists, who viewed all white-collar employees as prolet-
arian and therefore potentially revolutionary, and the “re-
visionists,” who viewed all white-collar employees as middle
class and therefore resistant to revolutionary appeals. Re-
viewing the empirical evidence, I conclude that neither of
these theories provided a very accurate account of class align-
ments in Weimar Germany. As a group, white-collar employees
were sharply divided in their relation to the proletarian
movement, casting doubt on the assumption that all such
employees should be considered members of a single class
or class fraction. Examining the political context of these
debates, 1 speculate as to the factors that prevented either
side from developing a more differentiated analysis. In the
following sections I discuss the theories of the new middle
class that were prompted by the rise of fascism — in particu-
lar, theories that identified lower white-collar employees as
a leading force in fascist movements. Reviewing the avail-
able evidence, I conclude that these theories were also largely
unsubstantiated. While fascist movements drew considerable
support from certain intermediate strata, the lower ranks of
white-collar employees were not among these. Here again 1
speculate as to the political factors that encouraged the ac-
ceptance of such theories despite their lack of empirical
support. In the concluding section I examine the continu-
ing influence of these classical theories of the new middle
class and discuss the implications of my analysis for con-
temporary debates over the nature of the class structure.

MARX AND THE NEW MIDDLE CLASS

The most common reading of Marx attributes to him a
simplistic theory of class polarization in which the disap-
pearance of the old middle class (the petty bourgeoisie)
prepares the way for a direct and final confrontation be-
tween the two remaining classes: the proletariat and the
bourgeoisie. According to this interpretation, Marx totally
ignored the emergence of a salaried or new middle class.

Despite the frequency with which these views are attributed
to Marx, it is doubtful whether he ever held such a concep-
tion of the class structure. As evidence for the simple polar-
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ization thesis, commentators typically point to selected pas-
sages in the Communist Manifesto in which Marx and Engels
speak of the increasing division of bourgeois society into
“two great hostile camps, into two great classes directly facing
one another: bourgeoisie and proletariat.” The specific pas-
sage that seems to provide the strongest support for this
view comes where Marx and Engels describe the decline of
the petty bourgeoisie.

The previously existing small intermediate strata — the small
industrials, merchants and rentiers, the artisans and peasants
- all these classes sink down into the proletariat, partly
because their small capital does not suffice for the carry-
ing on of large-scale industry and succumbs in competition
with the larger capitalists, partly because their skill is ren-
dered worthless by new methods of production. Thus the
proletariat is recruited from all classes of the population.*

Just a few pages later, however, Marx and Engels acknowl-
edge not only a counter-tendency toward the continual re-
newal of small-property ownership, but also the replacement
of petty-bourgeois intermediaries by intermediate groups of
another kind: the growing number of salaried managers,
overseers, and other capitalist functionaries.

In the countries where modern civilization developed, a
new petty bourgeoisie was formed, which hovers between
the proletariat and the bourgeoisie and continually re-
news itself as a supplementary part of bourgeois society.
The members of this class, however, are being constantly
hurled down into the proletariat by the action of compe-
tition; indeed, with the development of large-scale indus-
try they even see a time approaching when they will be
replaced, in commerce, manufacturing and agriculture,
by labor overseers and stewards.®

The historical growth of these salaried intermediaries is dis-
cussed at greater length in Marx’s later writings — leading
some to argue that Marx was actually an advocate, if not
the originator, of the concept of a “new middle class.” This
interpretation, while closer to the truth, is also something
of an oversimplification. Admittedly there are passages in
which Marx used the term “class” or “middle class” when
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speaking of salaried intermediate groups. In Theories of Sur-
plus Value, for example, Marx argued that the displacement
of workers by machinery not only opened new areas for
productive employment in other branches of industry (as
Ricardo had maintained), but also enabled capitalists to hire
increased numbers of unproductive employees, which Marx
referred to as “middle classes.”

What he [Ricardo] forgets to emphasize is the constantly
growing number of the middle classes, those who stand
between the workman on the one hand and the capitalist
on the other. The middle classes maintain themselves to
an ever increasing extent directly out of revenue; they
are a burden weighing heavily on the working base and
increase the social security and power of the upper ten
thousand.’

Marx included in this “middle class” category “the horde of
flunkeys, the soldiers, sailors, police, lower officials and so
on, mistresses, grooms, clowns and jugglers,” as well as “ill-
paid artists, musicians, lawyers, physicians, scholars, school-
masters, inventors, etc.”® That Marx addressed these disparate
groups as “middle classes,” however, should not be taken to
mean that he attributed to them the same economic and
political significance that he ordinarily implied by the term
“class.” Despite his obvious awareness of these sectors, and
his belief in their likely expansion, at no place in his writ-
ings did Marx attempt to incorporate them within his gen-
eral model of capitalist society as a class on a par with the
proletariat or the bourgeoisie.

Marx’s reasoning on this point would no doubt have been
clarified in the famous unfinished chapter on “Classes” that
concluded the third volume of Capital. It was precisely this
problem, in fact, that Marx was beginning to address at the
point where the manuscript breaks off. Marx noted that even
in England, where capitalism achieved its highest state of
development, “the stratification of classes does not appear
in its pure form. Middle and intermediate strata even here
obliterate lines of demarcation everywhere.” Nevertheless
Marx affirmed that there were three distinct groups — wage-
laborers, capitalists, and landlords — that constituted the three
major classes in capitalist society. “What constitutes a class?”
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Marx then asked. “What makes wage-laborers, capitalists and
landlords the three great social classes?”

At first glance — the identity of revenues and sources of
revenue. There are three great social groups whose mem-
bers, the individuals forming them, live on wages, profit
and ground-rent respectively, on the realization of their
labor-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 frag-
mentation of interest and rank into which the division of
social labor splits laborers as well as capitalists and landlords
— the latter, e.g., into owners of vineyards, farm owners, mine
owners and owners of fisheries.'’

Here the manuscript ends without Marx explaining why phys-
icians and officials — or, more generally, professionals, civil
servants, and similar groups — should not be considered as
an intermediate “class” between the proletariat and the
bourgeoisie. From the arguments of preceding chapters;
however, we can surmise the general line of Marx’s reason-
ing. In the previous chapter Marx distinguishes between
production relations and distribution relations and argues
that it is the former that uniquely determine the character
of a given society. In bourgeois society, the capitalist and
the wage-laborer are the “personification” of the dominant
production relations. It is for this reason, according to Marx,
that they embody objective contradictions that drive capi-
talist society forward.!! As a tool for historical analysis, classes
are therefore defined from the standpoint of their position
within the social relations of production of a given mode of
production. This was the criterion, presumably, by which
Marx rejected the concept of a salaried middle “class.” As
categories of unproductive laborers, such groups as pro-
fessionals and civil servants are alike only in the limited sense
that they are all supported out of capitalist revenue — a re-
lation of distribution rather than one of production. From
the standpoint of the mode of production they have no
common place or function. In Marx’s view, therefore, they
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are not compelled by systemic forces to organize around
distinctive economic interests; they lack the objective basis
for solidarity and social unity. For these reasons they do
not constitute a “class” in the strict sense of the term, but
merely a heterogeneous grouping of intermediate strata.
Exactly which wage and salary employees Marx would have
classified as belonging to such an intermediate stratum and
which he would have classified as part of the working class
is a question he never adequately addressed. As a first
approximation, Marx identified the proletariat with productive
labor - i.e., with labor hired by capitalists for a wage and
producing surplus value in the process of commodity pro-
duction. There are numerous passages, however, where Marx
admitted that a strict application of the productive/unpro-
ductive distinction was inadequate to define the boundaries
of the proletariat. On the one hand, not all unproductive
workers are necessarily excluded from the working class.
Commercial employees, for example, although unproduc-
tive, were considered by Marx to occupy positions equiv-
alent in all important respects to those of other wage-laborers.

The commercial worker produces no surplus value directly.
But the price of his labor is determined by the value of
his labor-power, hence by its costs of production, while
the application of this labor-power, its exertion, expendi-
ture of energy, and wear and tear, is as in the case of
every other wage-laborer by no means limited by its value . . .
He creates no direct surplus-value, but he adds to the capi-
talist’s income by helping him to reduce the cost of real-
izing surplus-value, inasmuch as he performs partly unpaid
labor. The commercial worker, in the strict sense of the
term, belongs to the better-paid class of wage-workers.'?

On the other hand, not all productive workers are unam-
biguously members of the proletariat. Marx interpreted the
category of productive labor broadly to include “all those
who contribute in one way or another to the production of
the commodity, from the actual operative to the manager
or engineer.”® The latter, however, stand in an uncertain
relation to the majority of wage-laborers. The labor of super-
vision, for example, is both productive and unproductive.
In Capital Marx distinguished between two aspects of super-
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vision: that “made necessary by the cooperative character of
the labor process” and “the different work of control, necessi-
tated by the capitalist character of that process and the
antagonism of interests between the capitalist and laborer.”**
Salaried managers and supervisors, insofar as they perform
coordinating functions of the first type, are simply “a special
kind of wage-laborer.” However, to the degree that they also
enforce the expropriation of surplus-value, they stand in an
antagonistic relation to other workers as the direct agents
of capitalist domination over the labor process.

The same ambiguity applies to engineers. Marx noted that
not only the relations of cooperaﬂon but the forces of science
and technology are “capitalized,” i.e., they appear as a form
of development of capital and thus as a means for the exploita-
tion of labor. The labor of science, once it is separated from
the skill and knowledge of the immediate producers and
incorporated in the capitalist, his machinery, and his “intel-
lectual understrappers,” confronts the workers “as something
alien . . . existing without their intervention, and frequently
hostile to them.”'> Engineers are thus, at one and the same
time, both productive workers and the bearers of capitalist
relations of domination. They are part worker and part capi-
talist. Like salaried managers, they appear to occupy an in-
termediate position between the proletariat and the
bourgeoisie, although nowhere does Marx provide a detailed
analysis of the precise nature or significance of this inter-
mediate location.

Marx had little to say about the politics of salaried inter-
mediate strata; however, his occasional comments regard-
ing these groups suggests that he attributed to them a pattern
of contradictory political tendencies similar to that of the
petty bourgeoisie. As propertyless employees threy experience
conditions of economic dependency not unlike those con-
fronting the working class. For this reason they can be ex-
pected to identify with certain aspects of proletarian ideology.
On the other hand, as servants of the bourgeoisie, they are
inclined to identify with their masters and look down upon
the working class. The fact that they are paid out of capital-
ist revenue, and therefore dependent for their livelihood
on the existence of a high level of profits, may also lead
them to side with the bourgeoisie.'® Like the traditional petty
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bourgeoisie, they are thus pulled in co}ltradictory direc-
tions. Nothing definitive can be inferred about their pol-
itical orientation other than it is likely to be varied and
changeable.

THE SALARIED EMPLOYEE IN WEIMAR GERMANY

If Marx avoided any rigid definition of class boundaries or
iron-clad pronouncements about the politics of intermedi-
ate strata, his immediate followers were inclined toward more
categorical formulations. In the latter part of the nineteenth
century, two alternative interpretations of Marxist theory com-
peted for authority — each of which presented a more sharply
defined view of class relations. The first, which was already
prevalent in Marx’s time, identified industrial wage-earners
as the exclusive base of the socialist movement. Relative to
this industrial proletariat, all other classes and strata were
viewed as “a single reactionary mass.” In his Critique of the
Gotha Program Marx rejected this formula as being either a
prescription for defeat (because it unduly restricted the
potential base. for socialism) or a license for opportunism
(because it made no distinction between the more progressive
and more reactionary of potential allies).!” These views were
nevertheless incorporated in the 1875 program of the Ger-
man Social Democratic Party, because they corresponded
to the organizational needs of a fledgling movement that
based its initial appeal more on its proletarian form than
on its socialist content.

The second interpretation proposed a much broader con-
ception of the working class. As socialist parties moved toward
a more exclusive reliance on electoral tactics, the doctrine
of socialism as a movement by and for a narrowly defined
industrial proletariat became an increasing liability. Rather
than abandoning their proletarian identification, the more
orthodox parties sought to correct this problem by simply.
expanding their definition of the proletariat. The 1891 Erfurt
Program of the German SPD provides the classic illustration
of this tendency. It is here, rather than in the writings of
Marx, that we first encounter the simple polarization view
of class structure. The proletariat, defined as all who work
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for a wage or salary, is described as the overwhelming majority
of society. “In all countries the mass of the population has
sunk to the level of the proletariat. .. The condition of the
proletariat [tends] to become more and more that of the
whole population.”® The few remaining small-business owners
and farmers are dismissed as a “disappearing middle class”
whose “days of independent production are numbered.”"
Over against the proletariat we find only “a small group of
property holders - capitalists and landlords” - the last remain-
ing defenders of the established economic order. These for-
mulations allowed the SPD to retain a rhetorical identification
with the proletariat while presenting itself as the legitimate
representative of all but a small minority of the population.
By combining this expanded definition of the proletariat
with a deterministic conception of the “laws” of capitalist
development, the party affirmed the inevitable polarization
of class society and the imminent victory of socialism.

The concept of a “new middle class” originated in oppo-
sition to the official Marxist theories of this period. The
term was first popularized by anti-Marxist theorists of the
1890s as a designation for the increasing number of civil
servants, technical employees, supervisors, and office and sales
personnel. Gustav Schmoller, the founder of German aca-
demic socialism (Kathedersozialismus), was one of the first to
designate these salaried employees as a “new middle class.”
Standing Marxism on its head, Schmoller saw this new middle
class, rather than the downtrodden proletariat, as the em-
bryo of a future ruling class that would embody the general
interests of society.?” Other theorists held more modest ex-
pectations for the new middie class. Although it might
not rise to independent power, the new middle class would
become an important stabilizing force ip the overall balance
of social classes. In opposition to Marxism, the advocates of
this view preferred to see society as an organism in equilib-
rium in which the new middle class, together with the old
middle class (the petty bourgeoisie), played the role of
mediator between the opposing interests of capital and labor.
The rise of the new middle class, by compensating for the
decline of the old, was to put an end to the instability of
capitalist society. :

Social-democratic leaders were divided in their response
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to these theories. The dominant tendency within the party
vigorously opposed the concept of a “new middle class.” Re-
affirming the orthodox Marxist viewpoint, they continued
to speak of salaried employees as part of the proletariat,
often referring to them as a “stiff-collar proletariat”
(Stehkragenproletariat). Pointing to the increasing oversupply
of educated labor and the progressive rationalization of
commercial and clerical occupations, Karl Kautsky predicted
that “the time is near when the bulk of these proletarians
will be distinguished from the others only by their preten-
sions.” He did not fail to notice that the class awareness
of these “proletarians” often lagged behind their objective
condition. “Most of them still imagine that they are some-
thing better than proletarians. They fancy they belong to
the bourgeoisie, just as the lackey identifies himself with
the class of his master.”? Nevertheless, because their ma-
terial situation was becoming more homogeneous with that
of the proletariat, their eventual union with the proletarian
movement would follow as a matter of course.

As much as they cling to bourgeois appearances, the time
will come for every one of the proletarianized strata of
the white-collar groups at which they discover their pro-
letarian heart. Then they will take an interest in the pro-
letarian class struggle and finally they will participate in
it actively.?®

A second group within the party was more receptive to the
concept of a new middle class. The advocates of this “re-
visionist” view had never accepted the orthodox theory of
class polarization or the proletarian strategy that was based
on that theory. They denied that the middle class was dis-
appearing and maintained that socialism could succeed only
if it abandoned its identification with the proletariat and
redefined itself as a multi-class movement appealing to uni-
versal ethical principles. Eduard Bernstein, the leader of the
revisionists, was one of the most outspoken critics of the
theory of class polarization. According to Bernstein:

Far from society being simplified as to its divisions com-
pared with earlier times, it has been further gradated and
differentiated both in respect of incomes and of economic



Val Burris 27

activities. . . . If the collapse of modern society depends
on the disappearance of the middle ranks between the
apex and the base of the social pyramid, if it is depen-
dent upon the absorption of these middle classes by the
extremes above and below them, then its realization is
no nearer . .. today than at any earlier time in the nine-
teenth century.*

In modern capitalism, Bernstein argued, the petty bourgeoisie
was not a disappearing class, but one that “increased both
relatively and absolutely.”” As for salaried employees,
Bernstein stopped short of labeling these groups as a sep-
arate “new middle class,” but he also denied that they were
being reduced to a common level with other wage-earners.
In Bernstein’s view, the increasing number and variety of
white-collar employees reflected a more general tendency
toward the internal differentiation and economic improve-
ment of the working class as a whole.? From this he con-
cluded the unlikelihood of class polarization leading to a
revolutionary rupture and therefore advocated a gradualist
strategy of social reform.

Other revisionists went beyond Bernstein by explicitly ex-
cluding salaried employees from the ranks of the proletariat.
One of the first social-democratic theorists to argue for the
non-proletarian status of salaried employees was Emil Lederer,
editor of the influential Archiv fiir Sozialwissenschaft und
Sozialpolitik. In a work published in 1912, Lederer argued
that the orthodox Marxist interpretation “oversimplifies the
stratification of the classes. The formula ‘capitalist-prolet-
arian’ blurs all contrasts within the economic order and thus
obscures all distinctions outside of and within the process
of production.” According to Lederer, salaried employees
- specifically, salaried technicians and commercial employees
- should be classified as occupying “a middle position be-
tween the two classes.” This intermediate position was de-
fined less by any specific economic or technical characteristic
than by its distinctive social status.

The grouping of . . . technical and commercial employees
under the heading of “salaried employees” is traceable to
the analogous social positions which at least the great
majority of each group occupies. In neither of these groups
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is social esteem, which determines their peculiar position,
based upon the nature of their technical or economic work;
on the contrary, their social valuation is chiefly decided
by their relationship to the important classes, the employers
and laborers. This middle position between the two classes
— a negative characteristic — rather than definite techni-
cal functions, is the social mark of the salaried employees
and establishes their social character in their own con-
sciousness and in the estimation of the community.®

Lederer documented the important changes taking place
in the German class structure. Contrary to Bernstein’s ex-
pectations, he showed a continuing decline in the propor-
tion of independent entrepreneurs: from 28 percent of the
economically active population in 1882 to less than 20 per-
cent in 1907. The proportion of manual wage-earners in-
creased only slightly during this period. Thus the decline
in the old middle class was compensated primarily by an
increase in the number of salaried employees. From 1.8
percent of the workforce in 1882, their ranks increased to
6.7 percent in 1907. In Lederer’s opinion, similarities of
economic interest inclined these employees toward some form
of alliance with the working class; however, their distinctive
social status precluded any identification with proletarian
ideology. The implicit political message was clear: the social-
ist movement could appeal to these employees only if it played
down its proletarian character.

The economic impact of the First World War gave ad-
ditional impetus to the growth of the new middle class. The
war economy accentuated tendencies toward economic con-
centration and bureaucratization, expanding the ranks of
salaried employees. By 1925, the year of the first postwar
census, the number of salaried employees had increased to
about 10.9 percent of the employed population.?® The same
conditions that brought into being increasing numbers of
salaried employees, however, also tended to lower their stand-
ing on the social and economic scale. The widespread un-
employment at the beginning of the war brought home to
salaried employees the insecurity of their market situation.
The temporary economic stagnation that followed the out-
break of war also led to salary cuts for many employees.
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Salaries increased once again during the course of the war,
but far less than the rise in wages and prices. By the end of
the war many salaried employees were earning considerably
less than skilled workers.*

The economic decline of salaried employees during and
after the First World War caused Lederer to reverse his earlier
position. In an article on “The New Middle Class,” written
in 1926 with Jacob Marschak, he rejected the possibility of
an intermediate position “between the classes.”

The great majority of salaried employees have come to
recognize the fundamental incompatibility between capi-
tal and labor, between employer and employee, but they
are in no position to bridge this gap; they cannot stand
between the two warring classes, and must therefore choose
that side which best serves their interests.”

Postwar changes in the organizational and political behavior
of salaried employees seemed to confirm the orthodox Marxist
predictions. Membership in white-collar unions increased four-
fold between 1917 and 1923. Collective bargaining, previ-
ously rejected by employees as inappropriate to their standing,
became the norm after the war. White-collar employees
engaged for the first time in strikes and participated in
workers’ councils alongside manual workers. The adoption
by salaried employees of the aims and methods of organ-
ized labor convinced Lederer and Marschak that “a single
stratum of all gainfully employed (if not a single organiza-
tion) was in the process of formation.”??

By the time Lederer and Marschak’s article appeared, how-
ever, the pendulum had already begun to swing in the other
direction. The defeats suffered by the socialist movement
during the crisis of 1923 marked the turning point in the
development of a unified working class. Although the econ-
omic position of salaried employees continued to decline
throughout the 1920s, the anticipated fusion of wage and
salary workers did not materialize. With the “return to
normalcy,” salaried employees who had joined socialist trade
unions after the war began to shift their allegiance to the
more conservative employee associations. The socialist
Allgemeine freie Angestelltenbund, the largest employee federation
in 1923, lost almost 30 per cent of its members by the end
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of the decade, while the conservative Gesamtverband Deutscher
Angestelltengewerkschaften grew to become the largest and most
powerful white-collar association.®

This rightward shift in the politics of salaried employees
gave new credence to the concept of a “new middle class.”
By the mid-1920s few theorists thought that such a concept
could be defended on the basis of the economic condition
of salaried employees. Instead, following Lederer’s original
formulation, they sought to conceptualize the distinctiveness
of white-collar employees in terms of their peculiar social
status. Otto Suhr documented the distinctive “life-style” of
salaried employees — exemplified in their white-collar mode
of dress and unique consumer habits.** Fritz Croner described
the powerful hold of occupational ideologies that were based
less on the objective position of salaried employees than on
romantic analogies with the similar tasks once performed
by independent enterprisers.®® Hans Speier pointed to the
special status salaried employees derived from their greater
contact with employers and the conservatizing effects of their
physical isolation from other workers.*® In one of the most
insightful studies of the conditions of white-collar employ-
ment, Carl Dreyfuss emphasized the status consciousness
created in salaried employees by the artificial differentia-
tion of the rank order in bureaucratic enterprises.

Employees in various occupations and in different social
positions, such as bank clerk, salesgirl, traveling salesman,
stenographer and manager, seem at first glance to have
authority and responsibility in the artificial economic pyra-
mid. All are swayed by a great many false conceptions as
to their positions and functions in the process of distri-
bution and by illusions as to the importance of their par-
ticular work and their social status in general. We have
seen how little these employees differ from laborers in
their economic and social position and in their activities,
but what greater possibilities their occupation offers for
the formation of ideologies, and to what extent this situ-
ation is taken advantage of by the-employer in the exer-
cise of ideological influences. Although the various grades
of the business setup are sham and only a few occupa-
tions are unaffected by the extensive process of mechan-
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ization and standardization, nevertheless, in the conscious-
ness of the majority of employees, their activity and posi-
tion, in other words their occupation, appears to
differentiate them fundamentally from the worker.”’

In this manner there developed the notion that white-collar
employees occupied conflicting positions on two different
dimensions of social stratification. In economic terms they
were indistinguishable from the proletariat. In terms of social
status they formed a separate group. The question of whether
salaried employees belonged to the proletariat or the middle
class thus came to be understood as a question of the rela-
tive importance of economic relations versus status relations
in the determination of political consciousness.*

During the last years of the Weimar Republic a fierce debate
raged in socialist circles on this issue. Revisionist theorists
viewed the status preferences of salaried employees as un-
alterable and proposed to modify the party program. The
party should accept the non-proletarian aspirations of these
workers and commit itself to the defense of their special
interests. Orthodox theorists continued to regard the status
preferences of salaried employees as a transitory phenom- -
enon. Sooner or later material interests would prevail over
ideology; class consciousness would replace status conscious-
ness as the basis for political action. The party, they argued,
should encourage this “inevitable” process by holding firm to
its proletarian line.

These debates were given a special urgency by the econ-
omic crash of 1929 and the rise of National Socialism.
Between 1928 and 1930 Nazis increased their vote from
2.6 percent to 18.3 percent of the electorate, making them
the largest political party after the Social Democrats. Theodore
Geiger, who by the early 1930s was one of the leading advo-
cates of the revisionist position, interpreted the rise of fas-
cism as a panic reaction of the economically endangered
middle strata — including the lower levels of salaried em-
ployees. In an influential article on “Panic in the Middle
Class,” he argued that the proletarianization of the middle
strata, rather than leading to their alliance with workers,
was having just the opposite effect.®® The more the socio-
economic differences between themselves and manual workers
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diminished, the more actively white-collar employees struggled
to preserve their status differences. Fearful of the loss of
status, but incapable of organizing economically to defend
their interests, these middle strata were especially suscep-
tible to the appeals of fascism. The success of the Nazis,
Geiger maintained, was in part the result of the failure of
the Social Democrats to reformulate their ideology and
political style.** Appealing to salaried employees to acknowl-
edge their proletarianization only heightened their status
anxiety. Greater moderation was called for in order to avoid
driving the middle strata into the arms of reaction.

SOCIAL DEMOCRACY AND CLASS THEORY

Two opposing theories of class structure thus emerged out
of the debates of the Weimar period. According to ortho-
dox Marxists, the proletariat consisted of all (or nearly all)
of those who worked for a wage or salary. According to the
revisionists, the proletariat was restricted to manual wage-
earners, while white-collar employees at all levels belonged
to the middle class. Although the evidence is sketchy, it does
not appear that either of these theories provided a very
accurate account of class alignments in Weimar Germany.
Orthodox theorists were probably correct to classify at least
the lower levels of salaried employees as members of the
working class, but their reasons for this classification and
the conclusions they derived from it were highly mislead-
ing. By positing nonownership of the means of production
as a sufficient criterion of proletarian status, orthodox theorists
eschewed any attempt to develop a more detailed analysis
of the social relations of capitalist production. In a typically
economistic fashion, orthodox Marxists also assumed an
automatic correspondence between membership in the pro-
letariat as an economic category and the adoption of a class-
conscious proletarian politics. Their analysis denied any
independent role for political and ideological struggle in
the process of class formation.*! Most importantly, the theory
and ideology of the SPD leadership were totally at odds with
the nature of their political practice. While posing as rep-
resentatives of the common interests of all workers in the
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establishment of socialism, the party actually functioned as
an interest group within capitalism for the relative advancement
of a particular sector of the proletariat: unionized indus-
trial workers.*? In the pronouncements of socialist leaders,
white-collar employees were as often a target of derision as
the object of appeals to proletarian unity.* Given the SPD’s
indifference (if not hostility) to the immediate interests of
white-collar workers and the declining credibility of their
commitment to a socialist alternative, it is not surprising
that, once the revolutionary hopes of the immediate post-
war period began to fade, salaried employees also sought to
organize themselves on an interest-group basis for the defense
of their relative economic standing. The fact that many white-
collar workers joined non-socialist employee associations is
probably less an indication of their opposition to socialism
than a reflection of the greater militancy with which these
associations defended the immediate economic interests of
white-collar employees.*

Revisionist theorists presented a more sophisticated analysis
of the social position of salaried employees. Their innovative
studies of authority structures, occupational ideologies, and
cultural patterns constituted a definite advance over the crude -
assertions of orthodox Marxists. Nevertheless, the basic
thesis of the revisionists ~ that status distinctions prevented
white-collar employees from identifying with the proletariat
- was as much of an oversimplification as the orthodox as-
sertion that the lack of property ownership insured the de-
velopment of proletarian consciousness. While orthodox
theorists exaggerated and oversimplified the influence of
economic factors, revisionists were too quick to reify the
ideological differences between manual and non-manual
employees into a fixed and qualitative class division. In fact,
the status differentials from which they deduced the greater
conservatism of salaried employees — consumption patterns,
position within the bureaucratic rank order, paternalistic
contact with employers, isolation from other workers — cut
across the basic manual/non-manual division as much as
they were aligned with it. By these criteria, the higher ranks
of salaried employees were at least as different from the
lower ranks of white-collar workers as the latter were from
the average manual worker. The political conclusions that
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revisionists derived from their theories were also inconsist-
ent with the actual pattern of political events in Weimar
Germany. The militant posture of the socialist movement
in the years between 1918 and 1923 did not drive salaried
employees into the arms of reaction. On the contrary, it
polarized large numbers of them toward the side of the work-
ing class.*® It was only with the defeat of the German Rev-
olution, the break-up of the workers’ councils and the
adoption of a more defensive posture on the part of the
SPD that salaried employees began to drift away from
the socialist movement.

What was obscured by both the orthodox and revisionist
theories was the significant cleavage within the ranks of sal-
aried employees. Judging from the available evidence, sal-
aried employees as a group did not identify with either the
proletariat or the bourgeoisie, but divided down the middle.
The higher level of salaried employees (professionals, man-
agers, engineers, higher civil servants) generally opposed the
goals of social democracy. It is significant that during the
heightened polarization of the early 1920s these strata moved
rapidly to the right while other salaried employees moved
to the left.*® The politics of routine white-collar employees
were much closer to those of manual workers, even though
they were separated from the latter by a combination of
status pretensions and organizational antagonisms. These
divisions were not sufficient to prevent routine white-collar
workers from identifying with the proletariat during periods
of political polarization. Between 1918 and 1923 over 40
percent of white-collar employees (at all levels) were organ-
ized into socialist trade unions.*’ Approximately 40 percent
of urban white-collar employees continued to vote for so-
cialist or communist parties until the end of the decade.*®
During less revolutionary periods, however, the weakening
of the socialist movement, together with the revival of in-
terest-group competition, served to heighten sectional dif
ferences within the proletariat, including the division between
manual and non-manual workers.

Orthodox theorists thus exaggerated the size of the pro-
letariat and underestimated its political and ideelogical div-
isions, while revisionist theorists minimized the size of the
proletariat by reinterpreting status differences as class div-
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isions. Although opposite from one another, these two tend-
encies derived from a common source: the internal tension
within social democracy between its revolutionary theory and
its reformist practice. Both subordinated questions of class
struggle so as to redefine socialism as a national rather than
a class movement. Orthodox theorists did this surrepetitiously
by expanding the category of the proletariat to include vir-
tually the whole of society. There are places where Kautsky
even goes so far as to include within the proletariat “the
majority of the farmers, small producers and traders” on
the grounds that “the little property they still possess today
is but a thin veil, calculated rather to conceal than to pre-
vent their dependence and exploitation.”® While the com-
mitment to class struggle was retained in theory, the meaning
of this commitment was obscured when upwards of 99 percent
of the population was defined as proletarians. Recognizing
the inconsistency of this position, revisionists called for a
more open break with the theory of class struggle. They
responded to the logic of the orthodox argument by seek-
ing to demonstrate the minority status of the proletariat.
Their inflated conceptions of the new middle class were
motivated by their desire to show that social democracy could
succeed only if it renounced its identification with the working
class.

FASCISM AND THE LOWER MIDDLE CLASS

On 30 January 1933, Adolf Hitler became Chancellor of the
German Reich. A month later the Reichstag fire provided
the excuse for the invocation of emergency powers. By the
summer of the following year the German parliament had
been abolished, opposing political parties dissolved, trade
unions and other democratic organizations smashed, and
power firmly concentrated in a totalitarian one-party state.
The rise of fascism in Germany had an important influence
on the development of sociological conceptions of the new
middle class. Geiger’s article on “Panic in the Middle Class”
anticipated what would become one of the most popular
theories of fascism. According to this view, it was the middle
class — particularly the “marginal” or “lower” middle class —
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that constituted the social base of fascism. In this interpret-
ation, fascism represented a reactionary protest of inter-
mediate strata that were threatened by the expansion of
capitalist industry on the one side and the rising power of
the working class on the other. Combining a populist at-
tack on big business with a hostility to organized labor, fas-
cism presented itself as a third alternative to capitalism or
socialism, which promised to protect the position of the
middle classes through the establishment of an all-powerful
corporatist state.

This interpretation of fascism was actually first suggested
in the Italian case by Luigi Salvatorelli in the early 1920s.
“Fascism,” Salvatorelli asserted, “reflected the class struggle
of the petty bourgeoisie that was wedged between capital
and the proletariat as a third combatant between two
others.” In the early 1930s, social democratic theorists like
Geiger adapted this theory to account for German fascism.
National Socialism, they argued, was an autonomous move-
ment of the old and the new middle classes. These consti-
tuted an independent “third force,” opposed to both capital
and labor. After 1933 this became the accepted social-demo-
cratic theory of Nazism and laid the basis for the in-
terpretation of fascism in power as the “dictatorship of the
petty bourgeoisie.”™"

Communist theorists of the Third International also stressed
the middle-class nature of fascist movements, although they
rejected any suggestion that the petty bourgeoisie was capable
of acting as an autonomous political force — much less of
exercising a dictatorship over the proletariat and the bour-
geoisie. According to the official Comintern theory, ex-
pounded by Georgi Dimitrov at the Seventh Congress in
1935, fascism in power represented “the most reactionary,
most chauvinist and most imperialist elements of finance
capital.”®® The middle classes, although they provided the
primary recruitment base of fascist movements, were viewed
as little more than the paid mercenaries of the bourgeoisie
and the large landowners. Individual communist theorists,
however, attributed a greater significance to the middle classes
in the rise of fascism. Antonio Gramsci and Clara Zetkin
both argued that fascism originated as a partly autonomous
mass movement of the petty bourgeoisie and cautioned against
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the Comintern’s prog)ensity to reduce fascism to a simple
capitalist conspiracy.”® Leon Trotsky also emphasized the
decisive role of the petty bourgeoisie in the genesis of fas-
cism, although he granted that fascist movements came into
power only through the support of the bourgeoisie and, once
in power, represented the dictatorship of monopoly capital
rather than that of the middle classes.”*

Perhaps the bestknown Marxist account of the rise of fascism
was that presented by the French Trotskyist, Daniel Guerin,
in his 1936 study, Fascism and Big Business. Guerin placed
the major blame for fascism on the treachery of the bour-
geoisie; however, he also argued that fascism would have been
impossible if it had not had a genuine base of support among
the discontented middle classes. Guerin explicitly included
white-collar employees as part of the social base of fascism.

The “white-collar proletarian,” whose employer has im-
bued him with “a false feeling of bourgeois respectability,”
is likewise hostile to the industrial workers. He envies them
for earning more than he, and tries at the same time to
differentiate himself from them by every means. He does
not understand why proletarian socialism speaks of de-
stroying classes; he trembles for his illusory class privi-
leges. Wishing to escape at any price from the
proletarianization that lies in wait for him, he has scarcely
any sympathy for a socialist regime which, according to
him, would complete his proletarianization. He is ready,
on the other hand, to listen to those who promise to save
him from that fate.’

According to Guerin, these salaried employees, together with
the urban and the rural petty bourgeoisie, provided “the
backbone of the fascist troops.”

The thesis of an intrinsic relation between fascism and
the middle classes was introduced into American social sci-
ence by Harold Lasswell in 1933. In an influential essay on
“The Psychology of Hitlerism,” Lasswell defined National
Socialism as a “desperation reaction of the lower middle
classes,” who were increasingly overshadowed by both the
workers and the upper bourgeoisie and who sought to gain
revenge. According to Lasswell, nationalism and anti-semitism
were peculiarly suited to the emotional insecurities of the
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petty bourgeoisie. “Rebuffed by a world which accorded them
diminished deference, limited in the opportunities afforded
by economic reality, the members of this class needed new
objects of devotion and new targets of aggression.”® Anti-
semitism provided a rationalization for ethnic competition
within the petty bourgeoisie and also enabled the middle
class to discharge their hatred toward both the proletariat
and the bourgeoisie. The prominence of Jews within the
socialist movement allowed the petty bourgeoisie to ration-
alize their animosity toward the wage-earning class as oppo-
sition to the “Jewish doctrine” of Marxism, while the historical
role of Jews as the money-lenders of tradition allowed them
to work off their hostility toward the bourgeoisie as hatred
of “Jewish capitalism.”

Two years later, the historian David Saposs advanced a
similar thesis in an essay that emphasized the continuity
between fascism and earlier forms of middle-class radical-
ism. Saposs argued that the basic ideology of the middle
class was populism.

Their ideal was an independent small-property-owning class
consisting of merchants, mechanics and farmers . . . From
its very inception it opposed “big business,” or what has
come to be known as capitalism . . . Their slogan has been
“Bust the trusts” and tax the rich, so as to keep the wealth
distributed.?’

Although anti-capitalist in its demands, populism was also
opposed to socialism - the basic ideology of the working
class. Whereas socialism accepted the concentration of econ-
omic life and proposed to socialize large scale industry,
populism opposed the trend toward economic concentra-
tion and wished to regulate, rather than abolish, the system
of private property and profit. In Saposs’s interpretation,
fascism represented “the extreme expression of middle-
classism or populism” in the same sense that communism
represented the extreme expression of socialism.

Just as the strained conditions and economic chaos have
given birth to communism as an extreme expression of
socialism, so have these same conditions brought forth
fascism as the extreme expression of populism. .. In the
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desperate attempt to cope with the present chaotic social
situation, one represents the proletariat and the other the
petite bourgeoisie.”®

Frankfurt School emigrés Erich Fromm and Franz Neumann
were also influential in promoting the middle-class theory
of fascism. In Escape from Freedom, written during the late
1980s, Fromm echoed many of the themes of Lasswell’s es-
say. “The Nazi ideology,” he argued, “was ardently greeted
by the lower strata of the middle class, composed of small
shopkeepers, artisans, and white-collar workers.” The reasons
for this were two-fold. In economic terms, the middle class,
squeezed between the workers and the bourgeoisie, was the
most defenseless group in society and the hardest hit by
both the inflation and the depression. In psychological terms,
their situation was aggravated by the destruction of “primary
bonds” that tied the individual to society. The defeat in war
and the downfall of the monarchy struck down the traditional
symbols of authority upon which, psychologically speaking,
the petty bourgeoisie had built their existence. The mone-
tary inflation undermined the principle of thrift as well as
the authority of the state. The greater prestige of organized
labor meant that there was no longer anyone for the middle
class to look down upon. Rapid social change weakened the
authority of parents and shattered the family as the last strong-
hold of middle-class security. As a result, Fromm argued,
the lower middle class “moved into a state of panic and was
filled with a craving for submission to as well as for domi-
nation over those who were powerless.”® Hitler, who “com-
bined the characteristics of a resentful, hating petty bourgeois,
with whom the lower middle class could identify... with
those of an opportunist who was ready to serve the interests
of the German industrialists and Junkers” was able to mobilize
this panic and direct it in the service of German imperialism.*

Franz Neumann agreed with Fromm that the Nazi move-
ment was essentially “a middle-class and lower-middle-class
movement.” Sketching what would later be known as a theory
of status inconsistency, he emphasized the contradictory situ-
ation of white-collar employees as a contributing factor in
their support for fascism. :
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It is a well known fact that in every industrial society the
new middle classes increase much faster than the indus-
trial workers. It is equally known . . . that the material com-
pensations of the huge bulk of this group are below those
of the industrial workers . . . Thus, we have a stratum, grow-
ing in numbers, economically below the skilled industrial
worker, but whose social aspirations are diametrically op-
posed to its economic status. It is this dichotomy between
economic status and social prestige that provided the soil
for Nazism.®

Following the Second World War, the interpretation of fas-
cism as an essentially middle-class movement was popular-
ized in American sociology by mainstream theorists like Talcott
Parsons, William Kornhauser, and Seymour Martin Lipset.®®
Of the modern versions of this theory, probably the best
known is that outlined by Lipset in Political Man. Expand-
ing on Saposs’s typology, Lipset divided political ideologies
into three types — left, right, and center — representing the
class interests of the working, upper, and middle classes
respectively. Depending upon the political and historical
circumstances, each of these classes could espouse an ideol-
ogy that was either moderate or extremist. Social democ-
racy and communism were the moderate and extremist
ideologies of the working class; conservatism and right-wing
radicalism were the corresponding ideologies of the upper
class; liberalism and fascism were the ideological variants of
the middle class. Fascism was thus designated by Lipset as
“extremism of the center.” Fascism was “basically a middle-
class movement representing a protest against both capital-
ism and socialism, big business and big unions.”®* Taking
German National Socialism as the ideal-typical fascist move-
ment, Lipset marshalled three types of evidence to corroborate
his thesis. First, shifts in the electoral statistics between 1928
and 1932 were interpreted to show that the Nazis increased
their vote mainly at the expense of the non-Catholic liberal
parties of the middle class. Second, ecological studies were
cited that showed a correlation between the proportion of
Nazi voters in particular regions and the percentage of in-
termediate strata. Third, he noted that the membership and
elite of the Nazi party were disproportionately drawn from
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the urban middle classes. In opposition to Marxist theorists,
Lipset maintained that the German bourgeoisie played a
relatively minor role in the rise of National Socialism.

On the basis of this interpretation of fascism, there de-
veloped in American sociology of the 1950s a broad con-
sensus affirming the reactionary potential of the “lower middle
class.” Theories of lower-middle-class “status panic” were
applied to explain a variety of right-wing political movements
from the Know-Nothings to the Ku Klux Klan, and were
also central to liberal interpretations of McCarthyism.® In
these theories the term “lower middle class” acquired a new
and distinctive meaning. In its original Marxist usage, the
“lower middle class” was merely another term for the petty
bourgeoisie. In this schema, the term “upper middle class”
referred to the bourgeoisie proper, while the term “upper
class” was reserved for the landed aristocracy. Proponents
of the lower middle class theory of fascism broadened the
meaning of the term to include elements of the new as well
as the old middle class. The terms “lower” and “upper” were
also modified so that they came to be understood as rep-
resenting two distinct levels or strata between the bourgeoisie
(now designated as “upper class”) and the proletariat. Top
managers, professionals, and government officials were classi-
fied as “upper” middle class, while small-business owners and
lower-level white-collar employees were defined as “lower”
middle class. In American sociology of the 1950s, reaction-
ary tendencies were attributed primarily to the latter group,
while the more educated and affluent members of the upper
middle class were portrayed as the champions of political
tolerance and democracy.

PLACING THE BLAME FOR FASCISM

From the efforts to provide an explanation of fascism there
thus came a third theory of the new middle class, distinct
from both of the dominant theories of the Weimar period.
White-collar employees were neither an ally of the proletariat
nor a mediating force between the classes, but an inher-
ently reactionary class. Like the Weimar theories, however,
this middle-class theory of fascism was as much a product
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of political rationalization as it was the result of solid em-
pirical research. The chief weakness of this theory is its in-
ability to explain why lower white-collar employees, in
particular, should have supported a movement that was ex-
plicitly anti-labor and anti-socialist. In the case of the old
middle class, it is easy to identify the material interests that
might produce a hostility toward labor and socialism. These
include their attachment to the rights of private property,
their fear of unionization that increases the wage costs of
small employers, and their opposition to taxation for the
support of employment and social insurance programs from
which the self-employed receive little benefit. The higher
ranks of salaried employees — salaried managers and pro-
fessionals — might also have reason to oppose the egalitarian
aims of labor out of an interest in preserving their consid-
erable power and privilege. But such factors would seem to
be of limited applicability to the routine white-collar em-
ployees who are the focus of most middle-class theories of
fascism.

Two reasons are usually given to account for the fascist
leanings of white-collar employees. The first posits a rapid
decline in the.economic standing of salaried employees rela-
tive to manual workers. This decline, it is argued, produces
a “status panic” among white-collar employees, which is di-
rected against those whose economic position is improving
relative to theirs. The problem with this explanation is that
its initial premise is empirically false. Generally speaking,
the ratio of salaries to wages declines in periods of econ-
omic expansion, while the relative standing of salaried em-
ployees typically improves in periods of recession — the periods
in which fascism arises. In Germany, for example, the real
incomes of salaried employees increased by an average of
13 percent between 1929 and 1932, while those of manual
workers declined by 7 percent.®® Between 1927 and 1932
the rate of unemployment among salaried employees in-
creased from 2.4 percent to 13.6 percent, while unemploy-
ment among manual wage-earners increased from 4.5 percent
to 38.4 percent.%” Relative to manual workers, the economic
position of salaried employees deteriorated much more during
the First World War and the postwar inflation. It was dur-
ing this period, however, that white-collar workers were
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polarized most sharply toward support for social democracy
and erganized labor.

A second explanation attributes the fascist leanings of white-
collar employees to certain psychological traits: their “auth-
oritarian personality,” ideological confusion, emotional
insecurity, etc. Such factors may indeed be important in
explaining why some individuals are attracted to fascism. It
is doubtful, however, whether such traits are unique to salaried
employees and other members of the “lower middle class.”
In the classic empirical work on the subject, Theodore Adorno
and his colleagues report little in the way of a consistent
relation between class background and such “pre-fascist”
character traits as authoritarianism, ethnocentrism, and anti-
semitism.® More recent studies of the class correlates of
authoritarianism, racial prejudice, and political intolerance
yield similarly inconclusive results.”®

An examination of the empirical evidence on the sup-
port for National Socialism raises considerable doubts as to
the validity of theories that view white-collar employees as
uniquely susceptible to the appeals of fascism. In the Ger-
man case, studies have produced considerable evidence of
Nazi support within the old middle class, but have failed to
document a comparable level of support among white-collar
employees. Analyses of Nazi membership lists by Hans Gerth
and Karl Bracher showed independent proprietors to be the
most overrepresented of all occupational groups.”® Charles
Loomis and ]. Allan Beegle reported high correlations be-
tween the support for the NSDAP and the proportion of
independent producers in rural areas.” Samuel Pratt reported
similar correlations with the proportion of independent
proprietors in urban areas, but found less consistent evidence
of Nazi voting among the salaried sectors of the middle class.™
The strong inverse correlation between the National Social-
ist vote and the size of community also contradicts the as-
sumption of high levels of Nazi support among white-collar
employees, because the majority of these employees were
concentrated in the larger urban centers.” In the most re-
cent and comprehensive ecological study of Nazi voting,
Thomas Childers found a much stronger pattern of support
for the Nazi Party within the old middle class than among
the ranks of salaried employees. According to Childers, “while
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a hard core of support for the NSDAP persisted through-
out the [1924-1932] period within the old middle class, Nazi
electoral sympathies within the white-collar labor force were
marginal before 1930 and surprisingly weak thereafter.”’

Outside the old middle class, the support for National
Socialism appears to have come less from the lower ranks
of salaried employees than from groups much closer to the
top of the social hierarchy. Contrary to Lipset, historical
research provides extensive evidence of capitalist support
for Hitler and his party.” Studies more refined than Lipset’s
have also shown that the Nazi electoral upsurge in 1930,
which made it the largest non-Marxist party, was based pri-
marily on the defection of supporters of the ultra-conserva-
tive Nationalist Party — the traditional party of the bourgeoisie
- together with the influx of new voters.”® Richard Hamil-
ton, in a detailed study of Nazi voting in fourteen large
German cities, found that the highest levels of support for
the National Socialists came from the residential districts of
the upper and upper middle class, while working-class and
lower-middle-class districts showed no pronounced pattern
of fascist voting.”” Daniel Lerner’s study of the Nazi elite
corroborates the relatively high class standing of Nazi sup-
porters. Lerner found that 73.6 percent of Nazi leaders
consisted of university-trained civil servants, business man-
agers, and members of the liberal professions.”

In the face of such evidence, it is remarkable how many
social theorists continue to view lower white-collar workers
as a leading force in the rise of fascism. To understand the
reasons for this belief, in the absence of supporting evidence,
it is necessary to examine the political and ideological func-
tions these theories have come to serve. For different reasons,
various groups have found in the lower-middle-class inter-
pretation of fascism a convenient vehicle for advancing their
own political views or for avoiding the need to reexamine
their most cherished political beliefs. Reformist social demo-
crats have cited the supposed “status panic” of white-collar
employees in order to accuse those to their left of adventurism
and as proof of the correctness of their appeals for political
moderation. Left-wing socialists and communists have inter-
preted the same theories as confirmation of their ouvrierist
prejudice in favor of industrial workers and as a demonstra-
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tion of the folly of attempting to woo the reactionary middle
classes. Both sides have been absolved from having to con-
front their own political and theoretical errors, while the
working class (minus its white-collar elements) has been given
a clean bill of health. Conservative apologists, on the other
hand, have utilized similar theories to shift the responsi-
bility for fascism from capitalists onto the middle class. Dis-
tinctions between “upper” (good) and “lower” (bad) middle
class have been added so as to exonerate the more privi-
leged professional and managerial strata as well. The “lower
middle class” has thus served as a common scapegoat for
both the left and the right.

The real causes for the rise of fascism are too complex to
deal with adequately here.” It appears clear that fascism
originated as a largely autonomous movement with deep roots
in the traditional petty bourgeoisie (especially its rural, Prot-
estant fraction). Certain groups of salaried employees were
also strongly attracted to fascism, although these were mostly
concentrated among the upper levels of professionals, man-
agers, and civil servants, rather than among the lower levels
of white-collar workers. By itself, however, this initial base
of middle-class support is insufficient to account for the success
of fascism. Two additional conditions were necessary. First
was the hostility of the German ruling classes to the demo-
cratic institutions of the Weimar Republic. While the majority
of German industrialists probably preferred the Nationalist
Party to the Nazis as late as 1932, their intense fear of social
democracy made them only too willing to embrace Hitler’s
installation as Chancellor if that was necessary to block the
spread of social democratic influence. And once the anti-
socialist intentions of the new Chancellor became clear,
capitalist support for Hitler and his party increased dramati-
cally, thereby insuring his consolidation of power.* Second
was the disunity and weakness of the working-class movement,
which invited such an anti-socialist offensive. Part of the blame
for the success of fascism must be placed on the intense
sectarianism of the German socialist and communist parties.
On more than one occasion, Social Democrats in Germany
allied themselves with reactionary forces in order to bloodily
suppress the uprisings of revolutionary workers. The German
Communist Party, for its part, grossly underestimated the
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seriousness of the fascist threat and devoted most of its ef
fort toward attacking the SPD. It is in such factors, and not
in the “status panic” of white-collar employees, that an ex-
planation for the rise of fascism is to be found.

CONTEMPORARY PERSPECTIVES ON THE NEW
MIDDLE CLASS

The theories examined in this article have continued to in-
fluence the direction of sociological thinking on the new
middle class. Because they reflect the strategic dilemmas of
social democracy, the debates of the Weimar period have
been re-enacted, at one time or another, in virtually every
Western social democratic party. In the wake of the Nazi
defeat, the controversy over the class position of salaried
employees resurfaced within the German SPD. This time,
however, the revisionist position prevailed, resulting in the
adoption of the so-called Mittelklasse Strategie under the lead-
ership of party chairman Kurt Schumacher.® In the British
Labour Party during the mid-1950s, similar debates were
waged between the left-wing supporters of Aneurin Bevan
and the revisionist “Gaitskellites.” New Fabian theorists like
Anthony Crosland made the non-proletarian status of white-
collar employees a central theme in their critique of Marxism
and their argument of the need for a reformulation of Labour
Party strategy.®? With the election of Hugh Gaitskell as party
chairman in 1955, these theories provided the justification
for downplaying the rhetoric of class struggle, abandoning
the commitment to public ownership, and redefining the
goals of socialism in terms of income redistribution and the
expansion of the welfare state. Similar debates have also taken
place within the social democratic parties of Norway, Sweden,
and other European countries.®®

To the present day, orthodox Marxists (and many who
are not so orthodox) continue to insist that non-ownership
of the means of production is a sufficient criterion for mem-
bership in the working class. By this criterion, Charles Loren
estimates that the United States’ population is “approximately
90 percent working class, eight percent petty producers, and
two percent capitalists.” Analyzing historical trends in the
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U.S. class structure, he concludes that the middle class “has
practically shrunk to nothing, leaving the working class and
the capitalist class face to face.” Francesca Freedman agrees
that the working class “has grown to include the overwhelming
majority of the United States’ population.” With an optimism
reminiscent of Kautsky, she maintains that:

The objective unity of the [working] class - that is, the
unity of its wage-relation to capital — creates the potential
for a broad-based mass socialist movement. A socialist revol-
ution in the United States would not face the problem of
a multiplicity of classes that characterize many third-world
countries.®

On the other hand, revisionist theories that define the new
middle class as consisting of the entire range of white-collar
employees have found a prominent place in academic soci-
ology — particularly in the United States.*® Applied to modern
American society, these theories have been used to predict
the disappearance not of the middle class (as the orthodox
Marxists predicted) but of the working class. Daniel Bell,
for example, writes:

The classical proletariat consisted of factory workers whose
class consciousness was created by the conditions of their
work. But even at its most comprehensive definition, the
blue-collar group is an increasing minority in advanced
or post industrial society... For the paradoxical fact is
that as one goes along the trajectory of industrialization
— the increasing replacement of men by machines — one
comes logically to the erosion of the industrial worker
himself . . . The manual and unskilled worker class is shrink-
ing in the society, while at the other end of the continuum
the class of knowledge workers is becoming predominant.®’

Bell concludes, with obvious satisfaction, “not only are we a
white-collar society, we're quite definitely a middle-class
society.”®

Theories of lower-middle-class “status panic” are still one
of the favorite sociological explanations of reactionary right-
wing movements. In his recent book on Reaganism and the
“New Right,” for example, Alan Crawford interprets the right-
ward shift in American politics as a neopopulist “revolt of
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the lower middle class.”® Like earlier sociological accounts
of fascism, Crawford is careful to distinguish between the
irrational extremism of the lower middle class and the “respon-
sible conservatism” of the upper and upper middle classes.

This is not the place to present a fully developed alterna-
tive to the theories examined above.” Nevertheless, the
preceding analysis yields several conclusions that are rel-
evant to such a task. In the first place, I would argue that
an adequate model of the class structure of contemporary
capitalist society must come to terms with the fact that the
major political cleavage in such societies is one that cuts
through the middle of the white-collar ranks. There are any
number of possible class models consistent with this finding:
lower white-collar employees might be classified as working
class and upper white-collars as middle class; both might be
classified as an heterogeneous intermediate stratum, while
recognizing the propensity for political polarization within
this group. What is not consistent with the empirical evidence
is any theory that treats all white-collar employees as mem-
bers of a single cohesive class — whether as part of the work-
ing class or a separate new middle class.”’ Second, the
evidence is equally clear that, however one conceptualizes
the cleavage within the ranks of salaried employees, it is
the lower segment of white-collar employees that has his-
torically been most supportive of a democratic, egalitarian,
or socialist politics, and the upper segment that has been
most easily mobilized in opposition to these political goals.
This is not to say that the concept of “status panic” is en-
tirely without merit or that there are not circumstances in
which those of moderate privilege sometimes resist more
fiercely the advancement of those beneath them than do
those of even greater privilege. But generalizing from these
concepts to the conclusion that lower white-collar employees
constitute an inherently reactionary class is a form of socio-
logical reasoning that deserves to be relegated to the dust-
bin of history.

In addition to these substantive points, the preceding analy-
sis yields several conclusions of a more general kind. One
of the aims of this article has been to highlight the ideo-
logical distortions that have plagued the discussion of the
new middle class from the very beginning. Two such distor-
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tions have been especially pronounced. First is the tendency
for arguments about the composition and relative size of
the proletariat and the middle class to serve as a substitute
for the concrete analysis of political trends and strategies,
as if the assignment of persons into classes were sufficient
to determine the nature and outcome of political struggle.
In this manner, class analysis has been reduced to a mere
rationalization of the political hopes and preferences of
different theorists. Second is the tendency for boundaries
between classes to be created and adjusted in an effort to
neatly isolate any undesirable political traits from whatever
class with which one holds an ideological identification.
Inherent in both of these tendencies is a kind of “class
reductionism” that ignores the complex political and ideo-
logical differentiation within classes and the contingency of
the political and ideological practices through which classes
are organized, or fail to be organized, behind specific pol-
itical agendas. Contemporary social theorists would be wise
" to reflect on the influence of these tendencies on their own
conceptions of the new middle class.
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