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THE ROOTS OF WORKING

CLASS REFORMISM AND

CONSERVATISM: A RESPONSE TO

ZAK COPE’S DEFENSE OF THE

“LABOR ARISTOCRACY” THESIS

Charles Post

ABSTRACT

This essay is a response to Zak Cope’s defense of the “labor aristocracy”
theory of working class reformism and conservatism. Specifically,
the essay engages Cope’s claims that British colonialism, imperialist
investment, and transnational “monopoly” corporations have accrued
“surplus-profits” that have underwritten the existence of a “labor aristoc-
racy” historically, and that “unequal exchange” today has transformed
almost the entirety of the working classes of the global North into a
labor aristocracy. We conclude with a presentation of an alternative
explanation of working class reformism and conservatism.
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Cope’s critique focuses on four specific elements of my argument. First,
Cope defends Engels’ (1845) argument that super-profits from Britain’s
mid-nineteenth century industrial dominance and its colonial empire were
used to “corrupt” the skilled section of the British working class. Second,
he attempts to demonstrate the validity of Lenin (1915, 1916) and
Zinoviev’s (1983�1984/1916) claims that “super-profits” from imperialist
investment in the global South “bribed” a section of the working class in
the global North before 1914. Cope, in an expansion of Elbaum and
Selzter’s (1982a, 1982b) claims that higher than average profits earned by
“monopoly capital” were shared with the unionized sectors of the working
class in the global North after World War II, analyzes the impact of
oligopolistic transnational corporations on wage differentials between the
contemporary global North and South. Finally, Cope challenges my claim
that well-paid and skilled industrial workers were often the social base of
the radical and revolutionary left in the twentieth century.

In addition to these objections to specific aspects of my critique of the
labor aristocracy theory, Cope also makes two over-arching criticisms of
my argument. First, Cope (2013, p. 91) argues that my “narrow concern
with wage differentials inside the imperialist countries misses the most sig-
nificant economic and political repercussions of global labor stratification.”
Second, Cope claims that I deny or downplay the dominance of reformism
and forms of social conservatism (racism, xenophobia, sexism, homopho-
bia, etc.) in the northern working class.

Cope is correct that I focus on explanations of wage differentials within
the working class of the global North. The reason is simple � Engels,
Lenin and Zinoviev, and Elbaum and Seltzer were all attempting to explain
that differential. In all of the classical formulations of the labor aristocracy
thesis, the labor aristocracy is portrayed, in Lenin’s (1916) words, as the
“upper stratum” of the working class in the imperialist social formations.
Because I was responding to these arguments, I focused on wage differen-
tials in the global North. Cope, in his Divided World, Divided Class (2012),
significantly radicalizes the labor aristocracy thesis, claiming that the entire
working class of the global North forms a hopelessly conservative labor
aristocracy. After responding to his specific criticisms of my assessment of
the classical theories of the labor aristocracy, I will evaluate the validity of
Cope’s attempt to argue that almost all workers in the global North share
in imperialist super-profits primarily through the mechanism of “unequal
exchange.”

Cope’s assertion that I ignore the dominance of reformism among the
working classes of the global North is simply not true. I have argued that in
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most situations, most workers � in both the global South and North �
embrace reformist politics at best, and conservative politics at worst.
Cope and I differ not on the reality of the dominance of reformism and
conservatism among most workers in capitalist societies � north and
south � but on the explanation of this phenomenon. In my conclusion,
I will summarize my analysis of working class reformism and conservatism.

IN DEFENSE OF ENGELS ON THE VICTORIAN

LABOR ARISTOCRACY IN BRITAIN

Cope’s defense of Engels’ arguments about the British labor aristocracy
in mid-nineteenth century is a bit scatter-shot. He challenges three of my
specific criticisms of Engels. First, Cope (2013, p. 95) denies that periodic
unemployment “make it impossible to identify a body of relatively privi-
leged workers.” Second, Cope (2013, p. 98) argues that my claim of “falling
wages for the entire British working class in the last quarter of the nine-
teenth century is fallacious.” Finally, he defends the claim that Britain’s
imperial and industrial dominance accounts for wage differentials within
Britain. Specifically, he analyzes the impact of British colonial trade on the
absolute level of consumption of British workers.

Clearly, periodic unemployment did not eliminate stratification within
the British working class. My point, however, was that the relative “privi-
lege” of skilled industrial workers was not as secure and stable in the nine-
teenth century as advocates of the labor aristocracy claimed (Post, 2010,
pp. 16�17). The notion that “a very large body … [came] into existence
among the British proletariat, able to keep up a standard of living almost
identical with middle class” (Halevy, 1968, p. 212) cannot be sustained in
light of the evidence of widespread seasonal and long-term unemployment
even among relatively well-paid, skilled workers. In sum, a stable layer of
“labor aristocrats” that providing a durable basis for reformism in the
British working class is questionable.

Nor did I claim that the entire British working class experienced “increas-
ing immiseration” (Cope, 2013, p. 96) in the late nineteenth century.
Instead, following Linder (1985, pp. 61�62), I pointed out that average real
wages adjusted for inflation were dropping for both unskilled and skilled
workers in Britain. More importantly, I argued that wage differentials
among British workers were declining as a result of the spread of mechani-
zation and the decline of married female and juvenile labor (Linder, 1985,
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pp. 89�93). Combined with growing insecurity of employment among, and
the capitalist offensive against skilled workers’ control of the labor process
undermined their position as a labor aristocracy.

In an attempt to rescue Engel’s original thesis, Cope (2013, p. 96) claims
that the best paid British workers were “closely connected to Empire: tex-
tiles, iron and steel, engineering, and coal.” (96) He supports this claim
with data on the growing importance of British, French, German, and US
foreign direct investment (FDI) in the global South in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries. Unfortunately, the source he cites
(Elsenhaus, 1983, p. 19, n. 70), provides data on the growing importance of
the global South in imperial FDI � but gives no indication of the relative
weight of FDI in the total economies of Britain, France, Germany, or the
US. We have no sense of how much investment or profit these ruling
classes derived from their investments abroad generally or from invest-
ments in the global South specifically. His specific claim of a correlation
between imperial profits and the higher than average wages of works in tex-
tiles, iron and steel, engineering, and mining remains unfounded. Cope
would have to provide data demonstrating how higher than average profits
in these “imperial” branches of production account for the higher than
average wages of skilled workers in these branches. He does not, and
Linder (1985, pp. 80�81) provides convincing evidence that such a claim
could not be made for the engineering industry.

Cope’s attempts to resuscitate Engels by claiming that British colonial
trade in the late nineteenth century provided cheap consumer goods,
increasing absolute levels of working class consumption. While recognizing
that increased productivity of labor in Britain as a result of mechanization
may have accounted for some of the fall in consumer good prices, Cope
(2013, pp. 99�103) asserts “rising British wages … were, in fact, afforded
by an increase in the proportion of workers’ consumption goods produced
by colonial labor:”

to better compete with its imperialist rivals, Britain escalated its extraction of surplus

labor embodied in colonial foods and raw materials but, crucially, never paid for in

colonial wages. In doing so, Britain was able to supplement the consumption of its

own workforces, still at that time exploited in the main, at the expense of that in the

colonized nations.

This argument, however, suffers from a number of problems. While
Cope (2013, pp. 98�99) cites data on increasing volume of colonial imports
to Britain between 1870 and 1913, he does not assess the relative weight of
industrial raw materials and consumer goods in the colonial trade. Put
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another way, Cope fails to analyze the relative benefits of the colonial trade
to capital (cheap raw materials) and labor (cheap consumer goods). More
importantly, Cope fails to demonstrate that the benefits of empire and
colonialism accrued primarily to the minoritarian “labor aristocracy” of
skilled workers in late nineteenth century Britain. First, he relies on
Halevy’s (1968, pp. 212�213) impressions, based on no systematic data, that
falling prices for consumer goods primarily benefited a small proportion of
wage workers. Second, Cope (2013, p. 104) argues that the British trade
deficit/import surplus from the colonies of £158 million in 1913 represented
“pure profit,” (p. 104) and more than accounts for the £52 million wage
differential between skilled and unskilled workers in 1892. There are two
problems with this argument. First, the notion that the British trade deficit
represented “pure profit” that could be used to bribe workers in Britain
assumes that the British owners of the colonial plantations and mines that
produced these imports would forego their profits to bribe workers half a
planet away. Second, how can gross profits in 1913 explain wage differen-
tials almost 20 years earlier? Cope would have to provide more refined data
on colonial profits for 1892 or on wage differentials in 1913 to begin to
make his case.

Ultimately, Cope is correct that relatively inexpensive consumer goods
produced in the colonies (like the falling price of domestically producer
consumer goods) raised the absolute level of consumption of the British
working class in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. However,
he has not demonstrated either that this increased absolute consumption
was restricted to a privileged minority of British workers; or that the wages
and working conditions of British workers was not declining relative to
British capital.

LENIN AND ZINOVIEV ON IMPERIALIST

“SUPER-PROFITS”

Cope’s response to my critique of the Lenin�Zinoviev version of the labor
aristocracy thesis is more focused. Essentially, he challenges my use of data
to demonstrate that FDI to the global south is a very small percentage of
total global investment, and thus cannot account for wage differentials
within the US working class.1 Cope never contests my fundamental
point � some 90% or more of total world investment remains within its
country of origin. Put another way, global capitals headquartered in the
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“Triad” (US, Western Europe, and Japan) invest the vast majority of their
capital in the society where they are located. His criticism focuses, instead,
on the relative distribution of the 10% of global investment that takes the
form of FDI between the global South and global North. Specifically, he
contests data that indicates that between 60% and 80% of global FDI flow
from one part of the Triad to another � from one imperialist power to
another. First, he (Cope, 2013, p. 109) argues that “nearly 50% of manu-
facturing foreign direct investment is received by the developing countries.”
Second, he points out that “… FDI within the developed world is hugely
inflated by non-productive ‘finance and business’ activities.” Finally, he
argues that “intra-OECD manufacturing (particularly in those
Transnational Corporations (TNCs) which have offshored or outsourced
much of their productive processes to low-wage nations) is heavily depen-
dent upon capital infusion from the Third World.”

I had, in fact, taken into consideration these (and other) problems with
the data on FDI and profits earned by US corporations abroad when I esti-
mated that 50% of US corporate profits earned abroad were earned in the
global South � approximately the same figure Cope uses for manufacturing
FDI to the developing countries. Despite this relatively generous assumption,
I found that profits from imperialist investment in the global South could
not account for wage differentials within the imperialist countries.
(Post, 2010, Tables 1 and 2, pp. 20�22; Graph I, p. 21) Total profits
earned abroad � from investments in both the developed and developing
countries � were in the range of 2�6% of total US wages since 1948. Even
if we were to assume, following Cope, that the rate of profit in the global
South is so much higher than in the global North and that all of US corpo-
rate profits earned abroad came from the labor of workers in the developing
country, those profits could not account for the wage differentials within the
US or other imperialist countries. Based on my assumption that 50% of
profits on FDI come from the global South, these profits would account for
1�3% of total US wages. Clearly, profits derived from investment in the
global South are a crucial counter-tendency to the decline of the rate of
profit. From a low of approximately 5% in the 1950s, the share of total US
corporate profits earned abroad has jumped to 30% in the twenty-first
century. Clearly, profits earned in the global south � at least 15% of total
US corporate profits � are a crucial counter-tendency to falling profits in
the US and the rest of the global North.

Cope, unfortunately, falls back on an even weaker argument. He claims
that my focus on FDI “ensures that obscured from view are the tens of
thousands of Third World-owned factories whose hundreds of millions of
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workers supply inexpensive intermediate inputs and cheap consumer goods
to the imperialist countries via the vertical integration of production”
(Cope, 2013, p. 111). He further argues that “a dollar invested in the Third
World Country typically buys much more resources than a dollar invested
in the First World.” Specifically, he asserts it purchases many more
hours of labor than in the global North. These claims are fundamentally
uncontroversial. The low cost of labor in the global South explains why
capital, in constructing global production chains, has been moving much of
its most labor-intensive operations � those most sensitive to wage costs �
to the global South since the 1980s (Moody, 1997, Part I). However, just as
cheap colonial imports benefited all British workers in the late nineteenth
century, higher profits for transnational capital benefits all workers in the
global North through increased employment and wages, not the “small
minority” of labor aristocrats that Lenin and Zinoviev identified.2

Contrary to Cope, there is clear evidence that benefits of imperialist
investment abroad (and the rising rates of exploitation of workers “at
home” in the global North) has not been “evenly distributed” across the
US population.3

Clearly, the “super-profits” of imperialism and the reorganization of
production in the developed countries have not been accruing to any sector
of the US working class (or the traditional middle class of the self-
employed “proprietors”) since the 1970s. The only segments of the US

Table 1. Shares of Market-Based Income, 1959�2003 (Mishel et al., 2005,
p. 93).

Year 1959 (%) 1979 (%) 1989 (%) 2003 (%)

Capitala 13.3 15.1 20.8 18.1

Laborb 73.5 75.8 71.0 72.1

Proprietors 13.3 9.1 8.2 9.8

aRent, dividends, and interest.
bWages, salaries, and fringe benefits.

Table 2. Family Income Shares from 1973 to 2003.

Bottom 5th (%) 2nd 5th (%) 3rd 5th (%) 4th 5th (%) Top 5th (%)

1973 5.5 11.9 17.5 24.0 41.1

2000 4.3 9.8 15.5 22.8 47.4

2003 4.1 9.6 15.5 23.3 47.6
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population whose share of total income has increased are capital and the
professional-managerial middle class that makes up the top quintile of
households.

Cope acknowledges growing inequality of income � growing profits for
capital and salaries for managers and professionals at the expense of work-
ers’ wages. However, he adopts the essentially neo-conservative argument
that growing income inequality is irrelevant. By arguing that imperialism
has increased the absolute consumption of the working class in the devel-
oped countries, Cope (2013, p. 100) can assert that workers in the Triad
“were better off in 1999 than they were in 1975.” He relies on a study by
the right-wing American Enterprise Institute (Meyer & Sullivan, 2011) that
justifies social service austerity on the grounds that poverty is not increas-
ing in the US and other industrialized societies because absolute consump-
tion is rising. This notion has little in common with both the Marxian
analysis of exploitation � the division of the social product between capital
and labor � and most sociological analysis of relative poverty under
capitalism.

MONOPOLY SUPER-PROFITS AND WAGE

DIFFERENTIALS

Cope, in his defense of Elbaum and Seltzer, does not engage my discussion
of the empirical and theoretical problems with the notion of “monopoly”
or “oligopoly” � that profit rate and wage differentials do not correlate
with degrees of concentration of industry, but with capital intensity of
production; and that notions of “monopoly/oligopoly” are the ghostly
mirror-images of the thoroughly ideological idea of “perfect competition.”
Instead, he essentially globalizes these problematic notions to explain global
uneven and combined development. Following Samir Amin, Cope claims
that global oligopolies (transnational corporations) extract “monopoly
super-profits” from the global South through a combination of technologi-
cal monopolies enforced by the capitalist state, global financial control
which siphons savings from global South to North, monopolistic access to
natural resources, control of media to manipulate political events, and glo-
bal North’s military dominance that “ensure that Third World states are
literally forced to comply with imperialist diktat” (Cope, 2013, p. 113).
While some of the phenomena Cope cites, in particular, the global North’s
technical dominance, are quite real, they are the product of real capitalist
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competition � not monopoly or oligopoly. As Shaikh (2004, p. 46) argues,
capitalist competition � within and between nations � “favors the com-
paratively strong over the comparatively weak.” Put another way, competi-
tion and not its absence constantly reproduces the global North’s technical
and productive dominance over the global South.

The use of non-market coercion � military power, monopoly power,
etc. � is the distinguishing characteristic of pre-capitalist, not capitalist
imperialism (Wood, 2004). The distinguishing feature of capitalist social
relations is the absence of non-market coercion in the exploitation of direct
producers. Rather than relying on legal, juridical, and other non-market
forms of coercion to ensure that producers perform surplus labor for their
exploiters, capital relies solely on the operation of the market in labor-
power to ensure the production of surplus-value. Just as capitalist produc-
tion dispenses with non-market coercion in the exploitation of labor;
capitalist imperialism � the internationalization of capitalist social rela-
tions (“the export of capital”) � does not rely on exactly the sort of
mechanisms that Cope identifies. Thus, while capitalism requires a state
(or a system of states in the case of capitalist imperialism) to create the
general conditions of capitalist production (separating laborers from the
means of production, organizing the legal framework for market competi-
tion, suppressing challenges from below, etc.), it does not require direct
political or military interference in the production of goods and services to
ensure exploitation at home or abroad. Put simply, capitalist imperialism
does not require the use of either political or “monopoly” power to artifi-
cially depress or raise prices to generate profits.

THE RADICALIZATION OF THE LABOR

ARISTOCRACY

Cope (2013, p. 115) begins his critique of my historical account of the poli-
tics of skilled workers by acknowledging that:

there is some sociological truth in the idea that is has been mostly skilled works and

intellectuals who have been members of the Communist parties in Europe. That does

not, however, change the reality that these have been small in numbers or that the main

policy they have pursued has been narrowly economistic and at least tacitly social-

imperialist.

While only a small percentage of the total working class in any country
joined the Communist Party, my point was that the purported labor
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aristocracy � skilled industrial workers � were over-represented in both the
revolutionary wing of pre-war European social-democracy (in particular
the Russian Bolsheviks) and in the post-war Communist Parties. Whatever
criticisms of the theory and practice one can make of the Bolsheviks before
1917 or the mass communist parties in France, Italy, and Germany in the
1920s, the notion they were “economistic” or “social-imperialist” in politi-
cal orientation has little empirical basis. Perhaps these parties fail to live up
to Cope’s concept of revolutionary organizations because they did not
embrace the politics of the Comintern’s “third period” (1928�1934), where
immanent revolution made social democracy the “left-wing” of fascism,
requiring revolutionaries to reject of any united action with non-
revolutionary workers and their leaders. Unfortunately, these politics led to
the greatest defeat of the working class in world history in Germany in
1933 (Claudin, 1975, pp. 127�166).4

Cope (2013, p. 116) goes further arguing that “Western “workers” are
today fascism’s major constituency.” (116) Citing Oesch’s (2008) research,
Cope found that wage workers (office clerks, service workers, production
workers) are over-represented among right-wing voters in Austria,
Flanders, France, and Switzerland. Workers actually make up a majority
of right-wing voters in Austria, Flanders. and France. However, workers
are under-represented in the total electorate � making up around 50% of
voters in all of these countries. Oesch provides no evidence that a majority
of workers vote for the populist far right. In fact, his evidence indicates
that most workers either still vote for the remnants of the social-democratic
left or abstain.5 Cope (2013, p. 116) recognizes that the attractions of some
workers to the populist far right is the result of the collapse of collective
class organization � particularly “trade union vehicles” (p. 116). As we will
argue below, conservatism � like reformism � is in some-ways the
“default” consciousness of workers in all societies in the absence of effec-
tive class organization � including the global South.

UNEQUAL EXCHANGE AND THE GLOBAL

“LABOR ARISTOCRACY”

In his recent book, Divided World, Divided Class (2012), Cope attempts
to overcome the empirical limitations of previous defenses of the labor
aristocracy argument, by radicalizing the argument. No longer is the labor
aristocracy restricted to a minority of workers in the global North, but now
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encompasses the majority of workers in the developed capitalist world.
While immigrant and non-white workers in the global North are subject to
super-exploitation (through mechanisms which are never specified), Cope
claims that the vast majority of workers in these regions are not exploited.
They are the equivalent of the original proletariat of the Ancient Roman
world � a layer of parasites who live off the exploitation of workers in the
global South. Any militancy on the part of these workers � like the strikes
and demonstrations against employers and the state during the current
global crisis � are merely a defense of their privilege. Put another way, mili-
tant actions by well-paid workers in the global North seek to renegotiate
the “division of spoils” � the division of super-profits pumped out of the
global South � with their capitalist classes.

At the heart of Cope’s empirical defense of the labor aristocracy, thesis
is an innovative attempt to measure the effects of unequal exchange
between the global South and North. Although he attempts to produce
data showing that profits repatriated from FDI in the global South are
greater than previous estimates, he primarily relies on unequal exchange as
the main mechanism for transferring surplus-value (profits) produced in the
global South to the pockets of workers and capitalists in the global North.
Cope bases his analysis on that of the Greek Marxist, Arghiri Emmanuel’s
Unequal Exchange: A Study of the Imperialism of Trade (Monthly Review
Press, 1972). For Emmanuel, unequal exchange is not the result of market
manipulation, but of the operation of Marx’s law of value � that socially
average necessary labor time regulates the production and exchange of
commodities � on a global scale. Marx (1981, Part II) argues that the
tendency to equalize profit rates between industries results in commodities
not being exchanged according to their value (the socially average necessary
labor time required for their production). Rather, commodities are
exchanged according to their prices of production (the cost of means of
production, raw materials and labor-power for each unit of output). If
commodities were exchanged at their value, more labor-intensive (low
organic composition of capital) producers would earn higher rates of
profit � despite their less efficient use of labor � than more capital-
intensive (higher organic composition of capital) producers. In other words,
according to Marx’s law of value, less mechanized industries such as cocoa
bean growers in Guatemala would generate a higher rate of return on
investment than more technologically advanced industries such as car
manufacturers in Detroit. Marx resolves this problem by insisting that
competition between branches of industry transforms values into prices of
production. As a result, there is a transfer of value from low organic
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composition of capital (labor-intensive) producers to high organic composi-
tion of capital (capital-intensive) producers, equalizing profit rates between
industries.

Emmanuel’s theory is an elaboration of Grossman’s (1992) insight about
the equalization of profit rates across national boundaries. As the mobility
of capital across the world creates a global profit rate, goods are exchanged
on the world market according to their prices of production, not their
value. The result is unequal exchange � the transfer of value from low to
high organic composition of capital producers internationally. Emmanuel
believed that production in the global South has a uniformly lower organic
composition of capital than production in the global North. As a result,
there is a systematic transfer of value from the less to more developed parts
of the capitalist world. Unequal exchange explains both the persistent
underdevelopment of capitalist production in the global South, and the
emergence of a reformist and conservative labor aristocracy in the global
North.

Cope, following Emmanuel, assumes that production in the global
South has a uniformly lower organic composition of capital than produc-
tion in the North. He then estimates the transfer of value from South to
North through a fairly rigorous comparison of the value added (his proxy
for surplus-value) to exports from the South to the North, and that added
to the exports from the North to the South. Cope concludes that approxi-
mately $20 trillion of surplus-value was transferred from the South to the
North through unequal exchange in 2010. This transfer accounts, according
to Cope’s calculations, for the vast majority of the value of labor-power
(wages) and surplus-value (profits) earned by workers and capitalists in the
global North.

Despite the sophistication of his estimation of value transfers from the
global South to the North, Cope’s argument and evidence does not with-
stand critical examination. Clearly, the transformation of values into prices
of production through the equalization of profit rates does involve a trans-
fer of value, creating a potential for unequal exchange between low and
high organic composition of capital producers. However, as Shaikh (1979,
1980) pointed out, production in the global South does not have a uni-
formly lower organic composition of capital than production in the North.
In fact, the global South is the site of some of the most capital-intensive
production in the world, in particular in natural resource extraction (oil,
natural gas, mining, etc.). Put simply, unequal exchange between the global
South and North does not simply produce a one-way transfer of value from
the South to the North. It also produces transfers of value from lower
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organic composition of capital producers in the North to higher organic
composition of capital producers in the South. Without a rigorous disaggre-
gation of the relative weight of labor- and capital-intensive exports from
and to the global South, there is no evidence that workers in the global
North benefit from unequal exchange and are, thus, a necessarily conserva-
tive or reformist social force.

ALTERNATIVE THESIS ON WORKING CLASS

REFORMISM AND CONSERVATISM

There is little or no question that:

the effective parties of the left in the imperialist countries have functioned as vehicles to

enforce the partial regulation and socialization of capitalism, as opposed to having

posed any serious threats to its replacement … It is demonstrably absurd to meekly

attribute the reformism of the working bourgeoisie to “false consciousness,” job inse-

curity (“precarity”) or Stalinist or social democratic “betrayal” as is typical amongst

Western Marxists. (Cope, 2013, p. 115)

The question is how do we explain why the parties of the left and most
workers, most of the time, in most societies � including those of the global
South � embrace either reformism or conservatism.6

I start from Marx’s materialism, where social practice (the real relation-
ships between humans and between humans and nature) determine the
possible range of social consciousness. From this view point, ideology is not
propaganda or false ideas poured into people’s heads, but the mental road
map we create of the lived experience of social relations. Thus, working class
consciousness, in all of its unevenness, must be understood in relationship
to the real experience of capitalist social relations. The contradictory charac-
ter of working class’ relationship with capital determines the contradictions
of working class consciousness. Workers are both collective producers and
competing sellers of labor-power. It is as collective producers, engaged in
collective organization and struggle with capital, that workers are capable
of viewing themselves as part of a social class. Put another way, only by act-
ing in a class manner against capital, do workers experience their collective
social power and experience themselves as a class opposed to capital. Thus, it
the experience of collective, class action that produces radical and poten-
tially revolutionary radical class consciousness among significant minorities
of workers. It is as competing sellers of labor-power, attempting to improve
their wages/working at the expense of other workers, that leads workers to
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identify themselves along the lines of race/nationality, gender, sexual
preference, citizenship, and the like. Put another way, when workers act as
competing sellers of labor-power, engaged in a war of “all against all,” that
different strata of the class embrace sectional identities and ideologies �
racism, nationalism, xenophobia, sexism, homophobia, etc. Put simply, when
workers have no experience of successful collective action against capital
that sections of the working class are attracted to right-wing politics. This
is not only true in the global North, but the global South as well, as evident
in sharpening “ethnic” tensions among workers in southern Africa in the
last decade, as “resident-citizen” workers in South Africa physically
attacked migratory non-citizen workers from Zimbabwe and Mozambique.

For Marx, the foundation of capitalist social relations of production is
the necessity of both capital and labor to reproduce themselves through the
market � through competition. Labor-power becomes a commodity
only when workers are effectively separated from the means of production
and subsistence, compelling workers to sell their labor-power to capital in
order to survive. The separation of workers from the means of production/
subsistence produces the necessarily uneven character of working class
collective activity and class consciousness. Put simply, most workers cannot
be permanently engaged in strikes and other forms of radicalizing social
disruption because they would starve. Thus, mass working class struggle is
necessarily episodic. As a result, the working class is divided, most of the
time under capitalism, into three strata, distinguished by their level of class
organization, activity, and consciousness.

In “normal periods” (not the exceptional periods of mass strikes or revo-
lutionary upheavals) most workers are engaged in the day-to-day struggle
to survive under capitalism � working under despotic supervision of
capital, attempting to keep their jobs, and trying to reproduce themselves
and household members. This passive majority of workers will tend to look
to “others” to defend and advance their interests. At best, they will
embrace a conditional reformism � the hope that routine bargaining, the
grievance procedure and electoral politics will defend and improve their
conditions of life under capitalism. Put another way, they will want union
and party officials union to “take care” of their problems at work and
beyond, rather than engage in job actions and street protests. At worst,
especially when unions are weak, the passive majority will become open to
sectoral identities and ideologies � to the appeals of racism, nationalism,
sexism, and the like.

The position of the labor officialdom � the small minority of workers
who assume responsibility for union or party organization � is quite
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different from the passive majority of workers. They are semi-professionals,
who organize their own work (not under the supervision of capital) and
possess specialized knowledge (contracts, grievance procedures, labor law,
electoral campaigns, parliamentary maneuvering, etc.), which allows them
to envision themselves as equals to, and potential partners of capital. Their
distinctive social conditions of life do not rest on the success of the struggle
with the employer or the state. Instead, it is based on the continued
existence/stability of the union or party as a formal organization, which
bargains with employers, collects dues, and holds positions in the capitalist
state. If the union or party as a formal organization is destroyed � loses
bargaining rights, the capacity to collect dues, or seats in parliament or
local government � then the union or party official will fall back into the
working class. The union and party officialdom develops a distinctive
world-view � unconditional reformism. They remain wedded � unless
compelled by an independent mobilization of the ranks � to routine bar-
gaining, grievance procedures, electoral politics, all of which promise to
advance the interests of their members without the risks associated with
mass struggle.

The paradox of reformism is that party-union officialdom remains
wedded to increasingly ineffective methods of reformism. Put another way,
they will hold onto routine bargaining and electoral politics whether or not
they produce reforms � or even, as we have seen throughout the capitalist
world since 1980, produce continuous concessions to capital � because they
have no alternative. The union officials, unless compelled by independent
movements from below, will not risk their social position through militant
and illegal actions. Thus, it is not surprising that in periods of declining
mass struggle, the mass industrial unions, and political parties of the
Brazilian (CUT and PT) and South African (COSATU) working classes
have become bureaucratized and their leaderships embraced reformist �
and ultimately neo-liberal � politics in the same manner as the labor offi-
cialdom in the global North.

The third layer of the working class is the militant minority or workers’
vanguard � that minority of workers who “remain active during the lulls of
the class struggle.” Historically they are the lay union officials � stewards
and the like � who organize job actions over working conditions and push
for broader and more militant struggles. They find themselves bucking
heads with the union officialdom, while trying to engage broader layers of
the usually passive working class. Usually the most radical and class con-
scious sections of the working class � the social basis for left-socialism and
communism in the working class in the pre-World War II era.

255The Roots of Working Class Reformism and Conservatism

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f 

M
an

ch
es

te
r 

A
t 0

6:
35

 1
2 

Ju
ne

 2
01

6 
(P

T
)



The relative strength, militancy and radicalism of workers movements
are the product of the relationship of forces between these three sectors.
Since the 1930s we have seen the disorganization and decline of the work-
ers’ vanguard across the capitalist world as the main organizations of
the militant minority � the Communist Parties � embraced the strategy
of the “popular front” and became, politically and sociologically, social-
democratic parties (Post, 2012). The resulting weakening of the layer of
workers most likely to organize resistance to capital left the passive major-
ity of the working class to rely solely on the increasingly ineffective
methods of the party-union officialdom across the capitalist world. As the
unions and social-democratic parties gave up the struggle for reforms after
circa 1980, often embracing anti-working class neo-liberal policies, the pas-
sivity of the majority of workers deepened. In the past decade, renewed
struggles against neo-liberalism and austerity, in both the global North and
South, have created the possibility of the renewal of the workers’ vanguard
and the revival of radical, anti-capitalist working class politics. Ultimately,
the future of working class radicalism across the world depends upon the
success or failures of these struggles.

Cope’s critique of my work on the labor aristocracy and his own book
are important contributions to much needed discussions among Marxists on
the problems of international political economy and the determinants of
working class consciousness and activity. Unfortunately, Cope’s approach
relies on highly problematic theoretical notions and methodological
approaches. His account of the global transfers of value starts from the
highly problematic notion of monopoly and tends to greatly simplify the
empirical realities of global capitalist production. Cope’s tendency to reduce
the complex problems of class formation to one of income differences
among workers ends up reproducing the caricatures of Marxism that sees
impoverization as the key to working class radicalism. I hope my response
clarifies some of these issues and will open the way to more productive
theoretical and empirical discussions.

NOTES

1. Cope argues that “monopoly capitalists” (oligopolies) require a labor aristoc-
racy to provide “those few giant firms dominating key industries � with the secure
and thriving consumer markets necessary to capital’s expanded reproduction”
(p. 107). This under-consumptionist argument is both theoretically problematic and
has little or no empirical basis. See Shaikh (1978, 1989, 2010).
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2. Cope (2013, p. 111) revives the notion that the uneven and combined develop-
ment of capitalism on a world scale � the successful capitalist industrialization of
the global North � was the result of “massive infusions of capital which result from
global surplus-value transfer and the all too obvious facts of Northern working
class consumption goods being the product of super-exploited Third World labor.”
While the notion that plunder, mercantile fraud, unequal exchange, and other forms
of imperialist super-exploitation over the last five centuries is a “significant” source
of capital invested in the global North is a common argument on the left, it has little
historical foundation.

If outright plunder in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were a significant
source of capital accumulation, then Spain and Portugal � the most effective early
modern pre-capitalist empires � should have experienced the breakthrough to
industrial capitalism well before England in the eighteenth century. Similarly, if
profits from slave-based plantation agriculture in the Caribbean and the transatlan-
tic slave trade in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries were decisive to the capi-
talist industrialization, then France � which possessed the most lucrative plantation
island, St. Domingue, now Haiti � should have preceded England in the industrial
revolution.

Ellen Wood (1999, p. 101) provides an alternative explanation of the relationship
of colonial plunder to the breakthrough to industrial capitalism based on
Blackburn’s (1997, chapter XII) analysis of plantation slavery in the New World:

Marxist historians have persuasively demonstrated, against many arguments to the con-

trary, that the greatest crime of European empire, slavery, made a major contribution

to the development of industrial capitalism. But here, too, we have to keep in mind that

Britain was not alone in exploiting colonial slavery and that elsewhere it had different

effects. Other major European powers � France, Spain, Portugal � amassed great

wealth from slavery and from the trade in addictive goods like tobacco which, it has

been argued, fueled the trade in living human beings. But, again, only in Britain was

that wealth converted into industrial capital � and here again the difference lies in the

new capitalist dynamic which had already transformed the logic of the British economy,

setting in train the imperatives of competitive production, capital accumulation, and

self-sustaining growth.

Put simply, the breakthrough to capitalist industrialization in Britain in the eight-
eenth century � and the continued accumulation of capital in the global North
today � is primarily the result of the specific economic dynamism of capitalist social
relations of production. The breakthrough to capitalist class relations in English
agriculture in the sixteenth century was the result of a unique series of struggles
between peasant farmers and landlords (Brenner, 1985a). These struggles unleashed
a dynamic that compelled farmers to “sell to survive” � to specialize, accumulate,
and innovate in order to survive in the competitive market place. The development
of agrarian capitalism in the English countryside paved the way for industrial capit-
alism � through the creation of both a mass of property-less wage workers from
the ranks of “failed” capitalist farmers, and a “home market” for capitalist pro-
duced consumer and capital goods.
3. Thanks to Kim Moody for compiling these tables.

257The Roots of Working Class Reformism and Conservatism

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f 

M
an

ch
es

te
r 

A
t 0

6:
35

 1
2 

Ju
ne

 2
01

6 
(P

T
)



4. Equally problematic is Cope’s (2013, p. 115) claim that white workers in South
Africa constituted a “labor aristocracy” concerned solely with defending their privi-
leges vis-à-vis African workers. In fact, “white workers” were actually a new middle
class of supervisors, not workers.
5. A similar pattern was evident in Germany in the late 1920s and early 1930s.

Steadily employed workers, mostly older and skilled, either voted Social-
Democratic or abstained from voting. The Nazis main electoral support came from
the traditional (self-employed) and new middle classes (professionals, managers)
and the unemployed � the latter also tended to vote for Communists during
the “Third Period” when the Communists tended to equate social-democracy and
fascism. See Allen (1965), Part I.
6. This section, which summarizes Post (2006b), is based on Mandel (1970),

Brenner (1985b, 1993), and Brenner and Brenner (1981).

ACKNOWLEDGMENT

I want to thank the editors of Research in Political Economy for the oppor-
tunity to response to Cope’s (2013) critique of my work on the labor aristoc-
racy (Post, 2006a, 2006b, 2010). The question of the roots of working class
reformism and conservatism is a crucial one for the global anti-capitalist
and Marxist left. The debate on whether or not higher than average
(“super” or “surplus”) profits derived from colonialism, imperialist invest-
ment, or global monopoly-oligopoly is the basis for the higher standards
of living of workers in the developed capitalist countries is not simply a
“theoretical” issue. At stake is whether or not workers in the global North
are potentially anti-capitalist and revolutionary or are materially tied to their
own ruling classes.

REFERENCES

Allen, W. S. (1965). The Nazi seizure of power: The experience of a single German town,

1930�1935. Chicago, IL: Quadrangle Books.

Blackburn, R. (1997). The making of new world slavery. London: Verso.

Brenner, J., & Brenner, R. (1981). Reagan, the right and the working class. Against the

Current, (Old Series) 1, 2(Winter), 28�35.

Brenner, R. (1985a). Agrarian class structure and economic development in pre-industrial

Europe. In T. H. Aston & C. H. E. Philpin (Eds.), The Brenner debate: Agrarian class

structure and economic development in pre-industrial Europe. New York, NY:

Cambridge University Press.

Brenner, R. (1985b). The paradox of reformism: The American case. In M. Davis, F. Pfeil, &

M. Sprinker (Eds.), The year left: An American socialist yearbook. London: Verso.

258 CHARLES POST

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f 

M
an

ch
es

te
r 

A
t 0

6:
35

 1
2 

Ju
ne

 2
01

6 
(P

T
)

http://www.emeraldinsight.com/action/showLinks?crossref=10.1017%2FCBO9780511562358.003


Brenner, R. (1993). The problem of reformism. Against the Current, 43(March�April), 42�45.

Claudin, F. (1975). The communist movement: From comintern to cominform, Part I: The crisis

of the communist international. New York, NY: Monthly Review Press.

Cope, Z. (2012). Divided world, divided class: Global political economy and the stratification of

labor under capitalism. Montreal: Kersplebedeb.

Cope, Z. (2013). Global wage scaling and left ideology: A critique of Charles Post on the

“labor aristocracy”. Research in Political Economy, 28, 89�129.

Elbaum, M., & Seltzer, R. (1982a). The labor aristocracy: The material basis for opportunism

in the labor movement, Part I: The theory of the labor aristocracy. Line of March, 11.

Retrieved from http://readingfromtheleft.com/PDF/LaborAristocracy.pdf

Elbaum, M., & Seltzer, R. (1982b). The labor aristocracy, Part II: The U.S. labor movement

since world war II. Line of March, 12, pp. 69�118.

Elsenhaus, H. (1983). Rising mass incomes as a condition of capitalist growth: Implications

for the world economy. International Organization, 37(1), 1�39.

Emmanuel, A. (1972). Unequal exchange: A study of the imperialism of trade. New York, NY:

Monthly Review Press.

Engels, F. (1845). The conditions of the working class in England. Retrieved from http://www.

marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1845/condition�working�class/index.htm

Grossman, H. (1992). The law of accumulation and breakdown of the capitalist system: Being

also a theory of crisis. London: Pluto Press.

Halevy, E. (1968). History of the English people (Vol. 5). Imperialism and the Rise of Labour.

London: Ernest Benn, Ltd.

Lenin, V. I. (1915). The collapse of the second international. Retrieved from http://www.

marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/1915/jun/x01.htm

Lenin, V. I. (1916). Imperialism: The highest state of capitalism. Retrieved from http://www.

marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/1916/imp�hsc/pref02.htm

Linder, M. (1985). European labor aristocracies: Trade unionism, the hierarchy of skill and the

stratification of the manual working class before the first world war. Frankfurt: Campus

Verlag.

Mandel, E. (1970). The Leninist theory of organization: Its relevance for today. International

Socialist Review, 31(9). (December). Retrieved from https://www.marxists.org/archive/

mandel/196x/leninism/index.htm

Marx, K. (1981). Capital (Vol. 3). Harmondworth, England: Penguin Books.

Meyer, B. D. & Sullivan, J. (2011). The material well-being of the poor and middle class since

1980. American Enterprise Institute. Retrieved from http://www.aei.org/files/2011/10/

25/Material-Well-Being-Poor-Middle-Class.pdf

Mishel, J., Bernstein, J., & Allegreto, S. (2005). The state of working America 2004/2005.

New York, NY: Economic Policy Institute.

Moody, K. (1997). Workers in a lean world: Unions in the international economy. London:

Verso.

Oesch, H. (2008). Explaining workers’ support for right-wing populist parties in Western

Europe: Evidence from Austria, Belgium, France, Norway, and Switzerland.

International Political Science Review, 29(3), 349�373.

Post, C. (2006a). The Myth of the labor aristocracy, Part I. Against the Current,

123(July�August). Retrieved from http:/www.solidarity-us.org/node/128

Post, C. (2006b). The “Labor Aristocracy” and working-class struggles: Consciousness in flux,

Part II. Against the Current, 124(September�October). Retrieved from http:/www.soli-

darity-us.org/node/129

259The Roots of Working Class Reformism and Conservatism

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f 

M
an

ch
es

te
r 

A
t 0

6:
35

 1
2 

Ju
ne

 2
01

6 
(P

T
)

http://readingfromtheleft.com/PDF/LaborAristocracy.pdf
http://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1845/condition�working�class/index.htm
http://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1845/condition�working�class/index.htm
http://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1845/condition�working�class/index.htm
http://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1845/condition�working�class/index.htm
http://www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/1915/jun/x01.htm
http://www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/1915/jun/x01.htm
http://www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/1916/imp�hsc/pref02.htm
http://www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/1916/imp�hsc/pref02.htm
http://www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/1916/imp�hsc/pref02.htm
https://www.marxists.org/archive/mandel/196x/leninism/index.htm
https://www.marxists.org/archive/mandel/196x/leninism/index.htm
http://www.aei.org/files/2011/10/25/Material-Well-Being-Poor-Middle-Class.pdf
http://www.aei.org/files/2011/10/25/Material-Well-Being-Poor-Middle-Class.pdf
http:/www.solidarity-us.org/node/128
http:/www.solidarity-us.org/node/129
http:/www.solidarity-us.org/node/129
http://www.emeraldinsight.com/action/showLinks?system=10.1108%2FS0161-7230%282013%290000028005
http://www.emeraldinsight.com/action/showLinks?crossref=10.1177%2F0192512107088390
http://www.emeraldinsight.com/action/showLinks?crossref=10.1017%2FS0020818300004185


Post, C. (2010). Exploring working-class consciousness: A critique of the “Labor Aristocracy”.

Historical Materialism, 18, 3�38.

Post, C. (2012). What’s left of Leninism? The new European left parties in historical perspective

in socialist register 2013: The question of strategy. London: Merlin Books.

Shaikh, A. (1978). An introduction to the history of Crisis theories. In U.S. capitalism in crisis

(pp. 219�241). New York, NY: Union of Radical Political Economics. Retrieved from

https://docs.google.com/file/d/0BxvNb6ewL7kOYXBISHBTLUZvekU/edit

Shaikh, A. (1979). Foreign trade and the law of value: Part I. Science & Society, 43(Fall 1979), 3.

Retrieved from https://docs.google.com/file/d/0BxvNb6ewL7kOSzZlVHU5M1QwZFU/

edit?pli=1
Shaikh, A. (1980). Foreign trade and the law of value: Part II. Science & Society, 43(Spring

1980), 4. Retrieved from https://docs.google.com/file/d/0BxvNb6ewL7kOSmE5Wj

VmaXFQdFk/edit?pli=1
Shaikh, A. (1989). The current economic crisis: Causes and implications. Detroit: Against the

Current. Retrieved from https://docs.google.com/file/d/0BxvNb6ewL7kOVUlPdDdm

LUNTMHM/edit

Shaikh, A. (2004). The economic mythology of neoliberalism. In A. Saad-Filho (Ed.),

Neo-liberalism: A critical reader. London: Pluto Press. Retrieved from https://docs.

google.com/file/d/0BxvNb6ewL7kOTWd1Y29IbWVWbjQ/edit

Shaikh, A. (2010). The first great depression of the 21st century in socialist register 2011: The

crisis this time (pp. 44�63). London: Merlin Books. Retrieved from https://docs.google.

com/file/d/0BxvNb6ewL7kOVkd6OTFPcF96ZlU/edit

Wood, E. M. (1999). The origins of capitalism. New York, NY: Monthly Review Press.

Wood, E. M. (2004). Empire of capital. London: Verso.

Zinoviev, G. (1983�1984/1916). The social roots of opportunism. New International, 2,

135�199.

260 CHARLES POST

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f 

M
an

ch
es

te
r 

A
t 0

6:
35

 1
2 

Ju
ne

 2
01

6 
(P

T
)

https://docs.google.com/file/d/0BxvNb6ewL7kOYXBISHBTLUZvekU/edit
https://docs.google.com/file/d/0BxvNb6ewL7kOSzZlVHU5M1QwZFU/edit?pli=1
https://docs.google.com/file/d/0BxvNb6ewL7kOSzZlVHU5M1QwZFU/edit?pli=1
https://docs.google.com/file/d/0BxvNb6ewL7kOSmE5WjVmaXFQdFk/edit?pli=1
https://docs.google.com/file/d/0BxvNb6ewL7kOSmE5WjVmaXFQdFk/edit?pli=1
https://docs.google.com/file/d/0BxvNb6ewL7kOVUlPdDdmLUNTMHM/edit
https://docs.google.com/file/d/0BxvNb6ewL7kOVUlPdDdmLUNTMHM/edit
https://docs.google.com/file/d/0BxvNb6ewL7kOTWd1Y29IbWVWbjQ/edit
https://docs.google.com/file/d/0BxvNb6ewL7kOTWd1Y29IbWVWbjQ/edit
https://docs.google.com/file/d/0BxvNb6ewL7kOVkd6OTFPcF96ZlU/edit
https://docs.google.com/file/d/0BxvNb6ewL7kOVkd6OTFPcF96ZlU/edit
http://www.emeraldinsight.com/action/showLinks?crossref=10.1163%2F156920610X550596


This article has been cited by:

1. Zak Cope Final Comments on Charles Post’s Critique of the Theory of the Labour
Aristocracy 275-286. [Abstract] [Full Text] [PDF] [PDF]

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f 

M
an

ch
es

te
r 

A
t 0

6:
35

 1
2 

Ju
ne

 2
01

6 
(P

T
)

http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/S0161-723020140000029010
http://www.emeraldinsight.com/doi/full/10.1108/S0161-723020140000029010
http://www.emeraldinsight.com/doi/pdf/10.1108/S0161-723020140000029010
http://www.emeraldinsight.com/doi/pdfplus/10.1108/S0161-723020140000029010

	The Roots of Working Class Reformism and Conservatism: A Response to Zak Cope’s Defense of the “Labor Aristocracy” Thesis
	In Defense of Engels on the Victorian Labor Aristocracy in Britain
	Lenin and Zinoviev on Imperialist “Super-Profits”
	Monopoly Super-Profits and Wage Differentials
	The Radicalization of the Labor Aristocracy
	Unequal Exchange and the Global “Labor Aristocracy”
	Alternative Thesis on Working Class Reformism and Conservatism
	Notes
	Acknowledgment
	References




