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JOHN H. GOLDTHORPE

‘Grand’ theories of globalisation – those that treat globalisation as a
social and cultural as well as an economic process – regularly feature
claims that fundamental changes are involved in the nature of class
inequalities in modern (or ‘post-modern’) societies, in the form of the
class structure itself, and in the relationship between class and
politics. The theoretical and empirical bases of such claims are
critically examined and are found to be inadequate. Some wider
implications of the critique are brought out both for globalisation
theorists’ notions of ‘epochal change’ and for their views of the kind
of social science that the ‘global age’ requires.
CONCEP TS AND THEORI ES

An effort to achieve greater clarity is by now an essential preliminary to any
essay on ‘globalisation’. To this end, it would seem important, first of all, to
distinguish between concepts and theories of globalisation: that is, between
‘nominal’ propositions about how globalisation might most usefully be
understood and ‘real’ propositions about the causes or consequences of
globalisation, as understood in one way or another. A review of the current
literature would suggest that, in the case of concepts and theories alike,
sharply contrasting positions can be identified according, chiefly, to the
degree of ambition that they display. By way of introduction, I shall
therefore outline these positions and note those concepts and theories of
globalisation that will be of greatest concern to me in this essay.
Concepts of globalisation can be divided into those that would represent
globalisation narrowly, as indeed a primarily economic phenomenon, and
those that would represent it more largely as an economic but at the same
time as a political, social and cultural phenomenon.
For economists, globalisation is a process whereby economic activity of
all kinds is increasingly organised and conducted in ways that cut across
politically defined national or regional boundaries. Thus, the advance of
globalisation is revealed by various indicators of the degree of crossnational and cross-regional integration of markets for capital, labour, goods
and services. However, for most political scientists, globalisation would
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also signify a process through which – in part as a response to the
globalisation of economic activity – new agencies of governance of an
international or a transnational kind are created, so that greater substance is
given to the idea of a world political as well as a world economic order.
And, finally, there are at least some sociologists who would wish to see
globalisation as further entailing social structural and cultural changes that
reflect the growing interdependence and more frequent and rapid interaction
of individuals and organisations across space and time and that are now
leading if not to a ‘world society’, then at all events to the emergence of a
new ‘cosmopolitan’ social order.
Theories of globalisation can likewise be divided into two main types.
On the one hand, there are those that offer accounts of present-day processes
of globalisation that recognise or imply an essential continuity with earlier
experience, at least within the modern period of history. On the other hand,
there are those that give accounts that stress the historically unprecedented
nature of contemporary developments and indeed their radical discontinuity
with the past.
Theories of the first kind tend to be associated with a relatively narrow,
economic understanding of globalisation. The economists and economic
historians who chiefly advance or support such theories would not seek to
deny that a new ‘wave’ of globalisation is now in train, nor that this shows
a number of distinctive features. But they would at the same time point to
basic similarities between the current and previous waves – those, say, of
the 1950s and 1960s or of the decades before the First World War – and,
most importantly, in the micro-level mechanisms through which
globalisation is generated and through which it in turn exerts its economic,
and perhaps also its political and social, effects.1
Theories of the second kind may also be associated with a primarily
economic view of globalisation but more often go together with wider
ranging conceptions. What is in any event maintained is that globalisation
in its contemporary phase has a different dynamic to the globalisation of
earlier periods and is, moreover, of a ‘transformational’ character: we are
today witnessing a historical disjunction and the beginning of a new
epoch. This epochal change may be represented in terms chiefly of
economics or of political economy – as, say, expressing the triumph of
free-market capitalism within a liberal-democratic world political order.
But it is more often represented within a more ambitious sociological
perspective as one that brings about a new stage of modernity – ‘second’,
‘reflexive’ or ‘post’ modernity – and thus a new socio-cultural context not
just for economic and political action but for ‘human being and human
doing’ in general.2
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The concern of the present investigation is with the impact of
globalisation on social class – in the context of the more advanced societies
of the present day. While it will therefore be much concerned with
globalisation in its economic aspects, I shall inevitably be led to engage
with larger conceptions also. The theories of globalisation on which the
analysis will focus are in fact those of the discontinuiste variety and, more
specifically, those that would claim that not only a new world economy and
world polity are now in the making but, at the same time, a radically new
form of society. For with almost all such ‘grand’ theories of globalisation it
proves to be a major part of this claim that the nature of class inequalities
and of the class structures in which they are grounded are undergoing
fundamental changes; and it is then often these changes that are seen as in
turn playing a key role in other macro-level transformations, and especially
via their effects on political action, organisations and institutions.
In what follows, I treat in turn three sets of arguments of the kind referred
to that relate to the effects of globalisation on:
(i) economic inequalities among members of different classes;
(ii) class structures in themselves; and
(iii) the relationship between class and politics.
In each case, I begin with an exposition of the arguments and then proceed
to a critical examination of their theoretical coherence and of their
conformity with the available empirical evidence.3 In some instances, the
upshot of my critique is that processes of globalisation have not occurred in
the way or to the extent that theorists have supposed; in others, it is that such
processes, even where present, have not had the effects that have been
attributed to them. While such a critique is limited to only one aspect of
those theories of globalisation that claim epochal change, I conclude by
suggesting that certain issues are raised that must call the more general
validity of these theories into question.
GLOBALISATI ON AND CLASS I NEQUAL I T I E S

During the years of the ‘long boom’ that followed the Second World War, it
was widely believed that, as living standards generally improved within
Western nations, class inequalities, of both opportunity and condition,
tended to decline. However, since the ending of the long boom – say, from
the mid-1970s onwards – such an optimistic view has become a good deal
more difficult to sustain. Perhaps most disturbing has been evidence of a
widening inequality in earnings and also in household incomes with,
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seemingly, a rather clear class basis. Specifically, the main ‘losers’ would
appear to be unskilled wage-workers in manual or routine non-manual
occupations, whether through the stagnation or decline of their real
earnings, even under conditions of continuing economic growth, or the
increasing risk of long-term or recurrent unemployment.
It is, then, widely held by globalisation theorists that this ‘new
inequality’ must be understood primarily as a consequence of the
progressive integration of world markets, and in particular of increasing
world trade, rather than of economic or socio-political processes operating
within the boundaries of nation states and thus, potentially at least, subject
to their control. The central argument here is the following. In the global
economy, more developed nations are increasingly open to trade with less
developed nations in which unskilled labour is cheap. In these latter nations,
therefore, goods of a labour-intensive kind can be produced at a far lower
price than in the former, with the result that unskilled workers in more
advanced societies are inevitably disadvantaged in one way or another.
Either they must accept a fall in their wage level – as has occurred most
notably in the US – or, if their wages are maintained by union power or by
protective legislation, then they must face an increase in their level of
unemployment – as has occurred in continental European countries.
No protection against this economic logic, it is held, can be provided by
the institutional forms or policy repertoires of particular nations.
Competition on an ever more global scale acts as a kind of universal acid,
eroding the distinctive features of the national capitalisms of the midtwentieth century. Supposedly sovereign states have, willy-nilly, to accept
the global free market and indeed are compelled, as Gray puts it, to engage
in the ‘competitive deregulation’ of their economies. A mechanism of
‘downwards harmonisation’ is thus in operation: ‘Every type of currently
existing capitalism is thrown into the melting pot.’4
Moreover, as well as creating greater inequality in ‘primary’ incomes in
the form of earnings, globalisation is also seen as having major implications
for ‘secondary’ incomes: that is, those incomes that result when, in addition
to earnings, taxes, on the one hand, and state benefits, on the other, are taken
into account. The ‘downward harmonisation’ enforced by the global
economy extends, it is argued, beyond the labour-market policies of nation
states to their tax and expenditure policies also. Capital will flow – and
especially through the agency of multinational corporations – to those
countries that are most ‘investment-friendly’ in imposing the lowest tax
burdens on firms (and their senior executives) and in giving priority to
expenditure not on social benefits but rather on developing transport,
communications and other facilities in ways that will enhance productivity.
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Thus, in Beck’s words, multinational corporations are now in a position ‘to
play off countries or individual locations against one another, in a process
of “global horse-trading” to find the cheapest fiscal conditions and the most
favourable infrastructure’.5
As a result, the capacity of nation states to pursue policies that might
offset greater inequality in primary incomes and in turn redress class
inequalities becomes ever more constrained. Intensified global competition
and the centrality thus given to productivity impose strict limits on the
resources that can be raised through taxation in order to fund social welfare
services and, in effect, according to Giddens, rule out ‘attempts to use the
welfare state as a redistributive mechanism’. Rather than succeeding, such
attempts are more likely to be counter-productive through deterring
investment, reducing levels of wealth creation, and thus damaging those
individuals and families they were intended to help. In short, as part of the
larger process in which national political autonomy is undermined,
globalisation throws ‘social-democratic’ welfare states into crisis. For Beck,
they are ‘caught in a downward spiral’; for Giddens, they are part of ‘a now
lapsed historical endeavour’.6
Such arguments are advanced with great confidence and have attracted
wide public attention. One may, however, still ask just how secure is their
theoretical and empirical basis, in particular, when they are viewed in the
context of a larger body of social science literature than that to which their
proponents usually refer. The issues in question are in fact ones that have
been of interest not only to grand globalisation theorists but also to those
who have concentrated more narrowly on globalisation as an economic
phenomenon and to a range of other social scientists, less concerned with
privileging globalisation as a theme than with understanding class
inequalities or welfare state development in their own right.
To begin with, it may be noted that in their accounts of the impact of
globalisation on inequalities in earnings, the authors cited above appear in
fact to be essentially reliant, though they may not in all cases realise it, on
certain basic propositions in neo-classical economics – that is, ones deriving
from what is usually known as Heckscher-Ohlin trade theory. This theory
provides an explanation of why in general, as trade becomes more open,
‘locally scarce’ factors of production, which are overpaid in a closed
economy, will fall in price in response to shifts in demand, at the same time
as ‘locally abundant’ factors, formerly underpaid, will rise in price. Thus, in
an increasingly global economy (abundant) unskilled labour in less
developed societies will benefit, while (less abundant) unskilled labour in
more developed societies will be disadvantaged, with declining demand
leading either to falling wages or, in so far as wages do not fall, to greater
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unemployment. However, what globalisation theorists do not appear to
appreciate is, first, that the Heckscher-Ohlin theory is, though rigorous, a
highly abstract one that holds good only under a range of assumptions; and,
secondly, that its applicability to present economic realities has come
increasingly to be called into question.
For example, in a recent important contribution, Atkinson has pointed
out that a simple two-bloc, less developed/more developed nation model is,
from the point of view of realism, scarcely defensible, and that, at very least,
a distinction within the more developed, OECD nations between the US and
the ‘Eurozone’ (EZ) would seem to be required. But once such a distinction
is made, what then follows from the neo-classical theory is that, in so far as
the EZ takes the strain of the fall in demand for unskilled labour via
increased unemployment, wage levels should be unaffected in either the EZ
or the US. And, further, any way of modifying the analysis so as to
accommodate the fact that in the US wage differentials between skilled and
unskilled labour have widened is then likely to carry the implication that
these differentials will widen in the EZ also and that unemployment will
fall.7 In short, the Heckscher-Ohlin theory does not provide a very
satisfactory basis for claims that intensifying world trade is the key factor in
explaining at one and the same time the declining wages of unskilled
workers in the US and their rising risks of unemployment in Europe.
Furthermore, Atkinson, among others, has also observed that, on close
examination, the detailed facts of increased earnings inequality turn out to
be more complex than is usually supposed. Thus, as well as there being
wide cross-national differences in the extent to which such an increase has
occurred, the increase seems nowhere to have been of a sustained kind, and
it would therefore seem more appropriate to think of ‘episodes’ of rising –
or falling – inequality than of general and secular trends. Again, and yet
more significantly, at least in those nations where growing inequality has
been most evident, such as the US and the UK, this no longer reflects only,
or even primarily, a worsening of the position of unskilled wage workers.
Indeed, over the 1990s earnings in the bottom deciles of the American and
British distributions have actually being rising, relative to the median, and
increased dispersion has occurred chiefly in their upper reaches – that is,
one may suppose, as a result of relative gains made among higher-level
salaried employees.8
Once these features of increasing earnings inequality are recognised, an
explanation in terms of the progressive development of world trade must
therefore appear a priori far less plausible, and various alternative
explanations, emphasising, for example, technological, organisational or
demographic changes or, perhaps, quite short-term and nation-specific
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factors, such as changes in processes of wage and salary determination,
correspondingly gain in credibility.
In these circumstances, an empirical approach aimed at assessing
quantitatively the relative importance of various possible causal factors
would appear appropriate, and a series of studies of the kind in question has
in recent years been carried out. So far as trade is concerned, the findings
from such studies have in fact shown a large degree of consistency, despite
sharp differences in, and debates over, methodology. In a comprehensive
review paper, Slaughter and Swagel sum up the emergent consensus as
follows: while the effect of increased world trade on the growth in
inequalities in earnings in advanced societies over the last decades of the
twentieth century has not been zero, it has still been ‘only modest’. Thus,
typical results would be ones showing trade effects to explain somewhere
between five and 20 per cent of this growth. Moreover, the position is not
greatly altered if, in addition to the direct effects of trade on inequality, those
possibly arising from the ‘exporting’ or ‘outsourcing’ of jobs by
multinationals or from the inward migration of labour are also taken into
account.
Thus, Slaughter and Swagel observe, the impact of globalisation on
widening earnings inequality must be judged, so far at least, to be a good
deal less than what might be expected from ‘purely anecdotal evidence’ or
again from sweeping assertions about the irresistible consequences of everintensifying international competition. And in turn, in so far as the relevance
of trade theory is still maintained, one conclusion that might be drawn from
the results reviewed is ‘that on balance the advanced economies have not in
fact become substantially more open to trade’ (emphasis in original) –
because, say, as tariff barriers have fallen, they have been replaced by other
barriers such as voluntary export restraints and bilateral protectionist
agreements. It has, however, to be said that the research from which the
results in question derive would appear to have had little influence on grand
globalisation theorists. Such research is rarely, if at all, cited in their work
and, one must then suppose, they either are unaware of it or have chosen to
ignore it.9
A situation essentially similar to the foregoing is, moreover, to be found
when one moves on to the further issue of the implications of globalisation for
secondary incomes, and, more specifically, for the capacity of national
governments to use fiscal and social policy to offset rising earnings inequality.
On the one hand, globalisation theorists again seem to have a less than certain
grasp of the theory on which they – implicitly more than explicitly – rely; on
the other hand, there is a substantial body of directly relevant research that,
for whatever reasons, but to their cost, they largely ignore.
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Claims that national welfare states can no longer achieve redistributive
goals because of the constraints imposed on fiscal policy by trade and
capital market integration and by the increased mobility of firms and
individuals relate to the ‘efficiency effects’ of globalisation, and to what
might be regarded as the supply side of the political market. If these effects
alone are taken into account – as is largely the case among the globalisation
theorists earlier cited – then the argument that welfare states aiming at
income redistribution among social classes will face fiscal crisis can be
made with some apparent force. But, theoretically, it is important to
recognise that globalisation may have not only ‘efficiency effects’ but
‘compensation effects’ also. That is to say, on the demand side of the
political market, globalisation may lead to mounting pressure on national
governments to increase public spending in order to provide various forms
of protection against market dislocations and the increased likelihood of
different social groups experiencing sudden reversals in their economic
fortunes. The crucial question then becomes that of whether it is efficiency
effects or compensation effects that are to be reckoned as having greater
relative importance; and at this juncture theory has again to give way to
empirical inquiry.
In fact, a good deal of quantitative research on this question has of late
been undertaken, which can be seen as parallel with that previously referred
to on the impact of globalisation on earnings inequality; and while the
findings are somewhat less consistent than in the latter case, a significant
amount of agreement, at least as regards more advanced, OECD countries,
can once more be discerned. Here, a valuable review paper is that by
Schulze and Ursprung. The main conclusion these authors extract from the
work they survey is that the extent to which the efficiency effects or the
compensation effects of globalisation predominate on welfare state
development is cross-nationally variable, but that a key factor in
determining the outcome can be identified: that is, the form of political
institutions. In societies endowed with political institutions that facilitate the
collective representation of interests, most notably the institutions of ‘neocorporatism’ or of ‘consociational democracy’, (demand-side)
compensation effects tend to be the stronger, while in other societies
(supply-side) efficiency effects are more likely to prevail.
In other words, the evidence from what Schulze and Ursprung call
‘encompassing and sophisticated’ empirical investigations does not bear out
‘the extreme opinion, often heard in the media and from armchair social
scientists that globalisation is bound to destroy the fabric of social welfare
states’. The tax and social policies of national governments are not
inevitably caught up in a ‘race to the bottom’. An extended welfare state
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remains entirely possible and redistributive policies can still be successfully
pursued, provided that there is adequate electoral support and that
collective, including, of course, class interests have an effective means of
expression.10
It is also relevant to add that Schulze and Ursprung, in a rather similar
way to Slaughter and Swagel, are led to comment that research that finds
globalisation to have less dramatic effects than has often been asserted tends
in turn to suggest that claims about the extent of globalisation itself may be
exaggerated. And they indeed emphasise that while the economies of
advanced societies are currently more integrated than they used to be, the
reality at the turn of the century ‘does, in no way, resemble the notion of a
single and uniform global economy’.11
GLOBALISATI ON AND CLASS STRUCTU R E

Globalisation theorists would see the progressive integration of world
markets as a key factor in increasing economic inequality between
individuals and families occupying what could, descriptively, be treated as
different class positions. However, these theorists would at the same time
regard the idea of class structure as being of rapidly declining value in
attempts at understanding either the causes or the consequences of the new
inequality. The idea of class structure, it is held, is tied to that of the nation
state; but, today, inequality, even if still viewed in class terms, must be
linked to processes operating within the world economy rather than, as
Albrow puts it, associated with ‘the social structure of a national entity’.
And, further, globalisation itself serves in various ways to loosen the
connection that exists, both in fact and in popular consciousness, between
economic – and wider social – inequalities and the class positions that
individuals or families hold. For Beck, social inequality becomes in its
nature increasingly ‘classless’; modern world capitalism is ‘a capitalism
without classes’. For Giddens, ‘Class for the most part is no longer
experienced as class’, but rather as a variety of constraints and opportunities
– in the formation of which globalisation plays a crucial role.12 The more
detailed arguments that are then advanced in support of these claims relate
to two main themes: insecurity and mobility.
As regards insecurity, what is most frequently maintained is that, in the
context of the global economy, the threat, if not the reality, of job loss and
unemployment is no longer largely confined to individuals in less
advantaged class positions but becomes quite pervasive. Previously, it was
for the most part the working class – that is, manual wage-workers and their
families – who bore the stresses and costs of economic fluctuation. But, in
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the global epoch, salaried professional, administrative and managerial
employees become similarly exposed to insecurity. Job loss, unemployment
and resulting poverty, Beck asserts, ‘correspond less and less to class
stereotypes’. Indeed, world capitalism is a capitalism without classes
essentially because the quantity of paid labour of all kinds is ‘rapidly
shrinking’ and we are now approaching ‘a capitalism without work’.13
In this last respect, it should be said, other globalisation theorists might
not go to Beck’s extreme, and would see ‘classless inequality’ as resulting
more from the radical transformation of work than from its disappearance.
Thus, Castells argues that ‘the traditional form of work’, based on full-time
employment in a specific occupation and also entailing a ‘career pattern
over the life-cycle’, is being ‘slowly but surely eroded away’. Gray likewise
believes that global capitalism has revolutionised the nature of work and
emphasises the decline of ‘the bourgeois institution of the career or
vocation’ and its replacement by the idea of the ‘portfolio person’ without
permanent attachment to any particular occupation or organisation. Today,
Gray holds, much of the workforce ‘lacks even the economic security that
went with wage-labour’, so that, rather than the main tendency in class
structural change being the embourgeoisement of the working class, as was
confidently predicted in the 1960s, it is in fact ‘the de-bourgeoisification of
what remains of the former middle class’. All work, whatever might once
have been the class structural location of those performing it, is now
brought down to the same level of ‘commodification’.14
As well as creating generalised economic insecurity, the rapid rate of
change within the world economy is also regarded by globalisation theorists
as a source of increasing rates and new forms of social mobility which
further serve to reduce the significance of class. The continuity of
occupational and class membership, both across generations and over the
course of individuals’ own working lives is undermined and so too then is
class as the basis of social identity. For example, Giddens contends that,
especially as a result of the decline of the industrial working class and the
break-up of ‘traditional’ working-class communities, fewer people now
‘automatically follow’ in their parents’ footsteps, while greater
opportunities for upward mobility from blue-collar to white-collar jobs
mean that ‘class is less of a “lifetime experience” than it was before’. Of
obvious influence here is Beck’s notion of the ‘individualisation’ of social
inequality as in effect the counterpart to its ‘classlessness’. Beck argues that,
although individualisation must still ‘compete’ with the experience of class
as collective fate, it is nonetheless the case that what were formerly ‘class
biographies’ and ‘somehow ascribed’ are now being transformed into
‘reflexive biographies’ that ‘depend upon the decisions of the actor’.15
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Finally, though, it should be noted that even while emphasising the
‘classless’ or ‘individualised’ nature of the new inequality, globalisation
theorists are much attracted to a further idea that would appear to imply
inequality of – in some sense – a structured kind: that is, the idea of ‘social
exclusion’, which, in the global age, is to be preferred to that of ‘poverty’.
While the risk of poverty was experienced primarily by members of the
working class, social exclusion, it is held, comes about through a variety of
processes that can pose a threat to individuals and families across a wide
range of class positions. Moreover, social exclusion, according to Giddens,
is ‘not about gradations of inequality but about mechanisms that act to
detach groups of people from the social mainstream’, and further that it is
‘not a matter of differing from others in degree – having fewer resources –
but of not sharing in opportunities that the majority have’. The idea of social
exclusion is likewise taken up by Gray, Castells and Beck, and in the case
of these authors is linked to that of an ‘underclass’ or ‘new
lumpenproletariat’ that is seen as a quite distinctive product of global
capitalism. The underclass indeed gives direct and dramatic expression to
globalisation by bringing elements of the third world into the first.16
Arguments on the lines indicated are, again, ones that have achieved
public resonance. But again, too, the question of their theoretical and
empirical grounding is one that can, very pertinently, be raised.
To start with perhaps a rather obvious target, claims of the kind made by
Beck to the effect that the inequalities of global capitalism are becoming
classless if only because we are fast approaching a workless capitalism are
scarcely to be taken seriously, and indeed well merit Krugman’s label of
‘globaloney’.17 Theoretically, they provide a prime example of the ‘lump of
labour’ fallacy – the fallacy that there is only a limited amount of work to
be done in the world and that, as productivity rises, the number of jobs
available must therefore fall. Empirically, they are without foundation.
Further, though, even the seemingly less extreme positions reviewed tend to
derive from unwarranted interpretations or extensions of the results of such
research and analysis as are, rather sporadically, cited in their support.
Thus, as regards economic insecurity, it is true that after the ending of
the long boom of the post-war years rates of unemployment in general
increased in advanced societies, though with much temporal and crossnational variation; and, further, that falls in the average length of job tenure
have been recorded across most kinds of occupation, though usually quite
modest ones. However, this does not in itself constitute evidence that the
link between class position and insecurity of employment has been broken.
And indeed the findings of the more systematic research that has actually
focused on this link would suggest that, while it has possibly weakened
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somewhat in the US, elsewhere its strength has been little affected. For
example, Gallie and his associates have analysed complete employment
histories of a representative sample of the British workforce over a series of
birth cohorts and show that for men, though not for women, some increase
in work-life instability has occurred. But they also show, in the case of men,
that structural factors are far more closely associated with the risks of
instability than are individual attributes and, further, that it is class position
that remains ‘critical’ so far as vulnerability to unemployment is concerned.
In the 1990s, just as in the 1970s, men in skilled working-class jobs were
two-and-half times more likely to become unemployed than were those in
professional, administrative and managerial positions, and men in unskilled
working-class jobs were three times more likely.18 In the light of such
research, then, the idea that employment insecurity is now losing its class
structural basis or that what were formerly ‘class biographies’ become
‘reflexive biographies’ expressing individual choice appear merely fanciful.
Again, there is evidence from many advanced societies, though most
notably from the US, that a growth in ‘non-standard’ forms of work has
extended to some degree into the higher levels of white-collar employment –
as, say, in the form of short-term contracts for professional staff. And there are
also indications that firms are less ready than previously to offer assurances
of lifetime continuity of employment even to their managerial personnel, who
are now more exposed to losing their jobs as a result of ‘downsizing’,
‘delayering’ and other organisational changes that may occur in economic
good times as well as bad. But none of this can be thought sufficient to give
serious backing to claims that the ‘bourgeois institution of the career’ is now
at an end or that a universal commodification of labour is in train.
One important point that such claims leave out of account is that nonstandard forms of work carry very different implications at different levels
of employment. Thus, professionals on short-term contracts are in a far less
disadvantageous situation than are routine wage-workers employed on a
temporary basis in, say, retail or hotels and catering. While, for the latter,
temporary work may well become a ‘trap’, for the former it more often
serves as a ‘bridge’ into better, more permanent positions.19 More generally,
though, very little evidence has been mustered, even for the US, specifically
to show that professional, administrative and managerial careers are in
decline – provided only that careers are seen as being made between as well
as within organisations, which is, after all, scarcely a novel idea. Indeed,
Sanford Jacoby, starting from a rejection of Richard Sennett’s claim that
there is now ‘no long term’ in American life, reviews a large body of
research that indicates that the stock of ‘career-type’ positions in the
American economy is little diminished. The extent to which understandings
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on continuity of employment have been dropped from the ‘implicit
contracts’ between firms and their higher level employees is easily
exaggerated but, even where this is the case, understandings on continuity
of employability – as furthered via appropriate training, ‘planned
experience’ and so on – are typically substituted. Generalisations from
Silicon Valley à la Castells are invalid.20
In short, while individuals in unskilled, routine types of work may
increasingly be employed on the basis of various approximations to ‘spot’
contracts, this is not the case with the vast majority of those in professional,
administrative and managerial positions. Rather than ‘the transformation of
work’ in the global economy removing the class character of inequality, the
differentiation of employment contracts persists – and, it could be said, for
good organisational and thus economic reasons – and can itself be regarded
as the abiding foundation of the class structures and associated inequalities
that are generic to modern ‘employee’ societies.21
The grounds on which globalisation theorists argue that the
pervasiveness of economic insecurity now undermines the significance of
class must then be reckoned as tenuous. But the factual basis of their
contention that a similar effect results from new levels and patterns of social
mobility is difficult to discern at all. For example, in maintaining that in the
advanced societies of today fewer people than previously are found in the
same class positions as their parents, Giddens cites no supporting evidence
– which is scarcely surprising since little indeed could be found. Research
into class mobility in these societies has amply demonstrated that the net
association between class origins and destinations continues to be
characterised by a high degree of temporal stability – thus again
undermining the idea of the transformation of ‘class’ into ‘reflexive
biographies’ – and the further implication then is that any changes in ‘total’
mobility rates must be overwhelmingly determined by structural effects. 22
Such effects did in fact lead to modern societies experiencing particularly
high rates of intergenerational mobility at a relatively early stage in their
industrialisation, as men and women flooded out of agricultural into nonagricultural employment. But, so far at least, the class structural changes of
the ‘global age’ have been a good deal less dramatic and, correspondingly,
there is now a tendency for total mobility rates to level out or even, as in
Britain, to decline somewhat. While intergenerational stability within the
contracting working class – on which Giddens focuses – is indeed falling,
this is offset, or perhaps more than offset, by increasing intergenerational
stability within the expanding service class or salariat.23
Giddens’ further argument that class is now less of ‘lifetime experience’
than it was previously is likewise lacking in empirical support. The service
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class is in fact characterised by distinctively high levels of work-life
‘retention’ and these seem to have been little if at all affected by its growth.
Moreover – and quite contrary to what Giddens would suppose – class
immobility over the course of the working life would appear actually to be
increasing among manual wage-workers, in part at least as a result of
recruitment to administrative and managerial, as well as to professional
positions, being now more often made directly from among those
completing their educational careers rather than through ‘promotion from
the ranks’. Thus, while work-life mobility between different occupations or
different industries or economic sectors may be more frequent than before
– whether in consequence of globalisation or not – all the empirical
indications are that such mobility between different class positions is
tending to fall or, at all events, that the proportion of their lives that
individuals spend in the same class positions is growing: that is, class is, if
anything, becoming more of a ‘lifetime experience’.24
Finally, when globalisation theorists maintain that in understanding the
new inequality the concept of ‘social exclusion’ (complemented perhaps by
that of the ‘underclass’) must become central, it has to be said that this is,
once again, far more a matter of assertion than of demonstration. The idea
of social exclusion arose in political discourse, in which context, as several
authors have observed, its very vagueness had obvious advantages;25 and
attempts to give it the degree of clarity required for its useful application in
sociological research and analysis must be reckoned as having, so far at
least, achieved little.
One immediate indicator of this failure is the lack of even a broad
consensus on how the socially excluded are to be enumerated. For example,
in the case of present-day Britain, Giddens represents them as only a small
minority – ‘5% or so of the population’. Gray, however, puts the proportion
much higher at around 20 per cent, though regarding this as ‘a magnitude of
social exclusion unknown in any other European country’. But Castells and
Beck would clearly regard the socially excluded as already forming a quite
substantial minority in most societies – according to Beck, at least 30 per
cent in Germany – and one that, in consequence of globalisation, is steadily
growing. For Castells, the socially excluded can, apparently, be equated
with ‘the mass of generic labour’; for Beck, they are those ‘without
purchasing power’ or who are in precarious, non-standard and ‘nomadic’
work and who, through a process of the ‘Brazilianisation’ of the world, may
well come to represent ‘the future majority of mankind’.26
The main problem of definition at the source of these wildly divergent
estimates is, evidently, that of specifying just what social exclusion is
exclusion from. In this regard, reference is usually made in some way or
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other to a social ‘mainstream’, but this merely serves to expose the
inadequacy of the concept itself. Thus, Giddens characterises the excluded
as being ‘cut off from the mainstream of opportunities that a society has to
offer’. However, one has then to ask what meaning can possibly attach to
such a phrase, given that all of the most important opportunities – in
education, employment, housing and so on – are well known to be
structured in a highly unequal way and very clearly, even if not only, on the
basis of class. Just what is ‘the mainstream’?27
In this regard, it is of interest to note the findings of one of the most
detailed studies to date of the nature and generation of extreme and
(possibly) multiple and cumulative social disadvantage in a society highly
exposed to the global economy – the Republic of Ireland. The authors, Brian
Nolan and Chris Whelan, establish two main points: first, the ‘strikingly
strong relationship’ that exists between being in poverty (defined in terms
of both low income and life-style deprivation) and holding a working-class
position – with the high risk of frequent or lengthy unemployment being the
major mediating factor; and, second, the difficulty of identifying any
distinctively ‘excluded’ sub-group within the working class that is created
through the effects of early-life experience, subculture, neighbourhood and
so on. Those suffering severe social disadvantage, Nolan and Whelan
conclude, are the unlucky victims of economic changes that increase the
risks of such misfortune for ‘the manual class as a whole’, and not members
of an underclass whose formative experiences or current situation set them
apart, in some qualitative way, from the ‘mainstream’, even of the working
class itself.28
In sum, rather than ‘social exclusion’ being now a key concept in the
analysis of inequality, its significance must still be reckoned as far more
political than social-scientific. In understanding the ‘new’ inequality, just as
the ‘old’, the concept of a class structure, grounded in the differentiation of
employment relations, would appear still to retain its central importance.
G L O B A L I S AT I O N A N D C L A S S P O L I T I C S

For grand globalisation theorists, as I earlier remarked, changes in the
pattern of class inequalities and in the nature of class structures themselves
play a key role in mediating between the economic and the other macrolevel transformations of the global age. This point is perhaps best illustrated
by the importance that these theorists attach to the argument of ‘the decline
of class politics’. In brief, this argument claims that while in the epoch of
‘first’ modernity it was social class that provided the main structural basis
of politics, in the epoch of ‘second’, ‘reflexive’ or ‘post’ modernity that is

253wep01.qxd

Downloaded by [USC University of Southern California] at 11:03 13 June 2012

16

20/06/2002

09:53

Page 16

WE S T E U R O P E A N P O L I T I C S

created by globalisation, class politics give way to new kinds of politics
reflecting the radically different structural, and also cultural, conditions
under which political action is pursued. In turn, the new forms of political
mobilisation and organisation that develop promote, or indeed compel,
similarly fundamental changes across the major institutions of governance,
both national and international. The particular processes through which
theorists represent these transformations as being actually brought about are
quite diverse and some differences, at least of emphasis, are apparent. The
following, however, are recurrent themes.
First of all, the dissolution of class structures, associated with
globalisation, is taken as in various ways weakening specific linkages
between class and party that were previously well established. For example,
Gray, referring to Britain ‘where electoral allegiance and class culture have
always been closely and deeply connected’, sees the impact of global
capitalism, accentuated by Thatcherite free-market policies, as encouraging
voters to abandon their class-based loyalties. Initially, the destruction of old
industries and of traditional working-class communities favoured the
Tories; but the fact that Thatcherism was perceived as contributing
significantly to the generalisation of economic insecurity then had a
converse effect – the corrosion of Tory support within the middle classes.
Again, Giddens argues that the reduction in size of the working classes of
all Western societies must lead to dramatic shifts in the class relations ‘that
used to underlie voting and political affiliation’, if only because left-wing
parties can no longer afford to restrict their electoral appeal essentially to
the working class.29
Moreover, as well as former class–party alliances being thus
undermined, yet wider reaching political implications are also believed to
follow from the generally waning influence of class position on experience
and action. In this way, it is held, class divisions become a less important
basis for the formation of social identities, and are superseded in this regard
by other divisions that in the global age take on major political significance
– in particular by those reflecting what Beck calls the more ‘ascribed’
characteristics of race and ethnicity, gender and sexuality. It is issues
associated with these divisions that increasingly shape political conflicts
and policy agendas in advanced societies, and in turn it is the social
identities that derive from them that become crucial to political
commitment. Thus, Castells sees the construction or reconstruction of such
identities as the key to new social movements, both reactive in regard to
globalisation (populist, fundamentalist) or proactive (environmentalist,
feminist), that are now transforming politics in the first world as much as in
the third. Similarly, Albrow directly counterposes to ‘old-style class
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politics’ the ‘new identity politics’ that centre on ‘the relative positions of
groups whose very existence is problematized by processes of global social
change’ – but that at the same time offer the possibility of political action
that can transcend national boundaries.30
Finally, though, not only is it believed that class politics are thus giving
way to forms of politics grounded in other social divisions but, further, that
‘social cleavage’ politics in general are now increasingly rivalled by politics
in a quite different and novel mode – what Giddens refers to as ‘life
politics’. In contrast to politics based on considerations of material interests
and life-chances, life politics express value choices and life-styles. The
issues and conflicts that arise do not map onto old, class-based ‘left–right’
oppositions but have a wider significance. They concern ‘how we should
live in a world where everything that used to be natural (or traditional) now
has in some sense to be chosen, or decided about’. It is ‘thinking in lifepolitical terms’ that in fact lies behind the environmentalist and feminist
movements, although life politics has various other manifestations.31
Somewhat more specifically, Giddens underwrites Inglehart’s thesis of the
rise of ‘post-materialism’ in the politics of the advanced democracies. With
rising prosperity, and as the influence and guidance of tradition and custom
weaken, individuals’ engagement in politics has less and less to do with
their economic well-being but increasingly reflects their personal search for
autonomy, self-fulfilment and meaning in their lives. In this regard, ‘a seachange in people’s attitudes and aspirations’ has occurred through which the
contours of electoral, and of democratic politics more generally, have been
radically reshaped.32
I have previously sought to show that the claims made by globalisation
theorists concerning changes in class inequalities and in class structures
themselves have, at best, only a very uncertain grounding in the relevant
social science literature. As regards class politics, the situation is somewhat
different. The idea that class divisions, and perhaps other forms of social
cleavage, are of waning influence on political partisanship has in fact, in one
version or another, been advanced and supported by a number of political
scientists and sociologists and, for some, might even count as the emerging
orthodoxy in the field. However, it has still to be noted that globalisation
theorists do in fact make only very limited reference to the relevant research
(Inglehart’s work being most often cited) and, further, that they clearly go
beyond the authors of this research in representing globalisation as a key
causal factor. Further still, they entirely ignore the forceful attacks that have
of late been made on the thesis of the decline of class, or of social cleavage
politics more generally: attacks that, so far at least, have received no very
adequate response.33
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For example, claims of ‘class dealignment’ in electoral politics were
challenged in the British case by Heath and his colleagues at a relatively
early stage on the basis of new quantitative techniques of a clearly superior
kind to those used in previous work. It was made possible for analysts to go
beyond the use of crude class (manual/non-manual) and party (left/right)
dichotomies, and also to assess the underlying strength of class–party
linkages while controlling for changes in the relative size of classes and of
the ‘overall’ popularity of parties.34 A more recent work then brings together
a series of national and cross-national comparative studies which exploit
and develop these techniques and report findings which allow the editor,
Geoffrey Evans, to conclude as follows: ‘the thesis of a generalized decline
in the class basis of voting in advanced industrial societies is, quite simply,
wrong.’35
In elaboration of this bald statement, two additional points may be made
of particular relevance to the previously reviewed arguments of
globalisation theorists. First, it does not of course follow from the
conclusion reached that class dealignment in voting is never in evidence:
what is rejected is the idea of such dealignment occurring as part of an
encompassing epochal transition, whether driven by globalisation or some
other force. Levels of class voting must, rather, be understood as showing
both wide cross-national variation and over-time fluctuation. And indeed
the longer the historical period that can be covered, the more apparent it
becomes that class voting could be at a distinctively low level in the
supposed heyday of ‘traditional’ industries and working-class communities.
Second, class dealignment – a reduction in the level of class voting – has to
be distinguished from class realignment – a change in the pattern of class
voting. Thus, even if some long-established class–party alliances are now in
evident decay, as authors such as Gray and Giddens emphasise, this need
not imply that, overall, the level of class voting is being reduced. New
linkages between class and political partisanship may be replacing the old.36
Also of relevance here is a significant theoretical shift that current
empirical work has prompted. Since both class dealignment and
realignment in voting appear to be more place- and time-specific than
universal and secular, there are good reasons for seeking their explanation
as much in political as in the macro-sociological terms that globalisation
theorists favour: that is to say, in terms of parties’ electoral programmes and
strategies and of their policies when in office. The basic insight here is that
class voting is likely to be low in so far as parties do not actually give voters
the opportunity to vote on the basis of their class positions and associated
interests. Thus, even if globalisation plays a part in the general reduction in
the size of working classes in advanced societies, this does not in itself
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entail a decline in class voting, as Giddens would seem to suppose. Whether
such a decline occurs will depend essentially on the responses made by leftwing parties and, specifically, on whether, rather than seeking to extend the
range of their class appeal, they ostentatiously abandon class politics and
aim in fact to become centrist, ‘catch-all’ parties. Moreover, even if it is the
latter strategy that is favoured, it still does not follow that the influence of
class on electoral politics will simply disappear. As the association between
class and voting weakens, that between class and non-voting may well
strengthen – witness the current concern of New Labour in Britain that its
‘Third Way’ strategy could be threatened by its former ‘heartlands’
(working-class) supporters increasingly taking the ‘sofa option’.37
Finally, as well as making it increasingly difficult to link globalisation to
a general process of class dealignment in voting, recent research also throws
serious doubt on further claims either to the effect that other forms of social
cleavage are superseding class as a basis of social identity, and thus of
political commitment, or that social cleavage politics is in general giving
way to a new kind of politics expressing individuals’ autonomous valuechoices.
Of particular interest here are recent studies carried out in the US and in
(West) Germany, as two national cases in regard to which both of these
latter claims have been strongly pressed. Manza and Brooks have analysed
data from studies of American presidential elections from the 1950s to the
1990s and examine changes over this period in the extent to which voting
was patterned according to race, religion, gender and class. Some shifts
occurred, but scarcely ones that would support the idea of a transformation
of the political scene. Race increased in its influence on vote but was from
the first always the most important cleavage; religion, the second most
important, declined slightly in its effects; gender increased in influence but
remained clearly the least important cleavage; while class was unaltered in
its effects up to the last election covered, that of 1996, when it weakened
somewhat, chiefly as a result of the defection of unskilled workers from the
Democrat cause. Moreover, Manza and Brooks find that the total effect of
all four cleavages on voting, rather than declining, actually showed some
tendency to increase over time. In other words, political partisanship in the
USA was, if anything, more socially structured in the mid-1990s than it was
40 years before. If, then, social identities or post-materialist or other valueorientations characteristic of the ‘new politics’ have become of greater
significance in the American case, this, it would seem, has occurred without
the old politics being in any fundamental way disturbed.38
For Germany, Müller has drawn on surveys containing information on
party preferences carried out between 1976 and 1994 and, as regards social
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cleavages, produces results that are yet more clear-cut than those of Manza
and Brooks. The influence of class, religion and gender on partisanship
shows few changes over time – rather, ‘a remarkable stability’ – even
though clear differences in patterns of party choice are apparent across birth
cohorts. Further analysis of these differences reveals, inter alia,
significantly greater support for the Greens among men and women who
were born and grew up after the Second World War. However, what Müller
then goes on to demonstrate is that, in accounting for preferences for the
Greens (or indeed for other parties) across different classes, individuals’
scores on Inglehart’s own scale of post-materialist value-orientations are in
fact of little importance. In contrast, Green support turns out to have a rather
clear social basis – that is, within the segment of the service class or salariat
made up of professionals and semi-professionals working in the social
welfare and cultural fields, who may, Müller suggests, be less attracted to
the environmentalist movement by their distinctive values than by their
distinctive interests.39
In short, it is again the case that the more systematic, detailed and
technically adequate the research one considers, the greater the gap that is
apparent between what this research reveals and the visions of the new
world order that globalisation theorists conjure up. New political issues,
new political alliances, new socio-political movements can all be seen
emerging – as indeed they have regularly done throughout the modern
period. But the idea that a new identity politics or life politics is now
exerting a transformatory effect and radically undermining the basis of
politics in class and other long-established social cleavages finds no serious
support.40
CONCLUSION

In the foregoing I have considered arguments advanced by grand
globalisation theorists regarding the effects of globalisation on class
inequalities, class structure and class politics. I have found these arguments
to be generally unpersuasive. The changes that are seen as following from
globalisation, in so far as they are in evidence at all, turn out to be far less
dramatic, far more limited and also far more cross-nationally variable than
the authors in question would suppose; and, in turn, the extent to which they
are in fact the outcome of processes of globalisation becomes increasingly
open to question. The critique advanced here does of course refer to only
one aspect of theories that would regard the current phase of globalisation
as being ‘transformational’ in character. Nonetheless, it must carry negative
implications that are of some wider significance. For one thing, it may be
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asked why, if these theories lead to arguments of such obvious inadequacy
concerning social class, one should expect them to be of any greater value
in understanding the significance – or lack of significance – of globalisation
for other aspects of contemporary social change. Further, though, my
critique suggests that in the very way in which grand globalisation theories
are conceived and then developed and upheld, there are at least two
underlying problems that must seriously detract from their general
credibility.
First, proponents of these theories would seem simply to assume that the
idea of epochal change is a valid one to pursue. There is, however, little
reason to accept this assumption. While proclaiming that such change is in
train may well be a good strategy for gaining attention (and for hyping
books), its intellectual merits are dubious. Historians have become
increasingly aware of what has been termed ‘the fallacy of discontinuity’ –
the conceit that the present is fundamentally different from the periods that
preceded it. For example, it would now be widely recognised that what was
once subsumed in school textbooks under such headings as ‘The
Renaissance’ or ‘The Industrial Revolution’ was not in fact well understood
until the idea of epochal change was in effect abandoned and attention was
focused on persistence as well as change, and on long-term and gradual
change, as well as that of a more sudden and abrupt kind. And for social
scientists this should in no way be surprising. For the systematic study of
social change from, say, the time of Ogburn onwards has served chiefly to
show that change in different institutional and cultural domains typically
proceeds at differing rather than at similar rates, so that societal
transformation is always a far less likely outcome than more complex
situations that are characterised by marked and quite possibly long-lasting
‘leads’ and ‘lags’.41
From this standpoint, then, the opposition that has been set up within the
debate on globalisation – as, for example, by Held and his associates –
between the ‘transformationalists’ and the ‘sceptics’ who believe that
‘nothing much has changed’ is seriously misleading.42 What can be, and
indeed chiefly is, postulated as against the transformationalist position is not
virtual stasis but rather what might be called ‘normal’ change: that is,
change of the kind that has been characteristic of what we now think of as
modern societies for several centuries – change that may occur in some
respects with startling rapidity while in others only so slowly that it is in fact
the degree of continuity that is most in need of explanation.43 I cannot find
that transformationalists have anywhere systematically set out the grounds
on which they would wish to claim that either current globalisation
processes themselves or their supposed consequences are such that the idea
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of epochal rather than normal change is necessary to their comprehension.
Secondly, grand globalisation theorists would appear to have no very
adequate view of how their arguments – which they would, presumably,
want to represent as having some social scientific status – should be
sustained. Thus, as I have sought to show, in their treatment of a range of
issues relating to social class, their use of the relevant body of social science
research is at best patchy and selective and at worst simply non-existent. A
general inspection of the references and bibliographies that are to be found
in their publications would indeed suggest that for most of these authors
such research is not a very important point of intellectual reference – far less
so than, say, the writings of other theorists, past and present, the output of
‘think-tanks’, or the columns of social and political commentators.44
Part of the problem here may lie in the view taken by some globalisation
theorists that so deep and far-reaching are the changes with which they are
grappling that, if they are to be adequately comprehended, corresponding
changes – amounting to a ‘paradigm shift’ – are called for in the social
science that is to be applied to this task. But, unfortunately, what is then said
about nature of the new social science that the global age requires is vague
in the extreme. Beck, for example, urges a reversion to some form of
‘dialectical thinking’ that, we are assured, ‘alone makes possible the
sociological investigation of globality’ but that in fact remains entirely
unexplicated; Albrow calls for a return to ‘epochal theory’ – likewise left as
little more than a phrase; while Urry sees the need for a collection of new
categories and metaphors capable of capturing ‘global networks and
flows’.45 Rather than such ‘avant garde social science’, as Beck chooses to
call it, being taken as the key to the understanding of globalisation – or
indeed of anything else – no grounds have yet been provided, I would
suggest, for regarding it as anything other than intellectual bluff and bluster.
A more general difficulty, though, would seem to be that globalisation
theorists have persuaded themselves that cross-national comparative
sociology and political economy, of the kind that I have in fact chiefly
drawn on in the foregoing, is no longer a viable proposition. Since
globalisation has created a new world social order within which not only
former economic and political barriers are transcended but also those of
space and time themselves, the nation state, it is argued, can no longer serve
as an appropriate unit of social analysis and the basic strategy of crossnational comparative work is therefore undermined. However, leaving aside
the manifestly question-begging nature of this position, the assumption that
cross-national research and analysis must suppose what Beck calls ‘the
container theory of society’ and thus entail the neglect of cross-national
interdependencies, is totally mistaken – as is best indicated by
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comparativists’ long-standing concern with what they know as the ‘Galton
problem’ and with ways of overcoming it.46
I would then conclude, first, that the social science we already possess
does in fact offer a far better possibility than ‘avant garde’ alternatives of
gaining a serious understanding of globalisation and its consequences; and,
secondly, that cross-national comparative work is of particular relevance –
indeed, is indispensable – in addressing the crucial issues of just how far
processes of globalisation have diminished the political autonomy of nation
states and have narrowed down the range of variation in national
institutional forms, social structures and cultures. Grand globalisation
theorists would do well to abandon the pose of ‘public intellectuals’ and get
down to some serious reading in the journals.

NOTES
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