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specter is haunting the Western world- A the specter of the New Class. The appari- 
tion is new, as yet not clearly perceived: even the 
language by which it  is to be described is only beginning 
to be constructed. This is not surprising. Whenever a 
class makes its debut on the societal stage it  is at first not 
recognized as such, either by outside observers or by 
those who are themselves part of it. Instead, society 
continues for a while to be perceived and interpreted in 
terms that were appropriate to the class system that is 
already passing away. This was very much so during the 
last great transformation of the Western class system, as 
the bourgeoisie rose to power under the facade of the 
ancien regime and, unt i l  the very moment of its victory, 
continued to be seen as the “third estate” of a feudal 
order. Then as now it  is the hard facticity of power rather 
than the play of ideas that finally must shatter the old 
perceptions. Then as now it  is the antagonists of the 
rising class who have the clearer vision of what is going 
on. 

There is some disagreement as to who first used the 
term “New Class” in a manner relevant to social change 
in the Western world. (The use of this term by Milovan 
Djilas. to denote the new ruling class in Eastern Europe, 
may have stimulated its application to Western devel- 
opments, but Djilas had reference to a very different 
situation.) Again not surprisingly the groundwork for the 
new concept was laid by economists, who showed the 
rapidly growing importance of the so-called “knowl- 
edge industry” in the economies of advanced industrial 
societies. Fritz Machlup’s The Proditctiori arid Distribit- 
tiori of Kiiowledge iri t h r  Uriitcd States, published in 
1962. may be taken as a landmark in this process of 
economic discovery. Other economists. notably J .  Ken- 
neth Galbraith and Peter Drucker, contributed signifi- 
cant elements to the analysis. Among social scientists 
Daniel Bell has gone furthest in conceptual grasp of the 
new phenomenon, notably in his two books The Coiriirig 
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of Post-laditstrial Society ( 1973) and The Cultiiral Cow- 
trudictions of Capitalism (1976). None of these authors, 
incidentally, makes the term “New Class” part of his 
conceptual instrumentarium. The most effective use of 
the term thus far has been made by Irving Kristol, who 
has argued that there is indeed a class struggle going on 
in America between the New Class and an older stratum 
he identifies as the business class. Similar notions of 
class struggle have been propounded in analyses by the 
European sociologists Raymond Aron and Helmut 
Schelsky of the political role of intellectuals and by 
Kevin Phillips and Paul Weaver of those in control of the 
American communications media. These and other au- 
thors have now provided a sizable body of data and 
interpretations for the conceptualization of the New 
Class. 

Nonetheless it is fair to say that the New Class still 
awaits its Marx. One may be quite sure that when he does 
make his entrance he will do so as  an enemy rather than 
as a friend of the New Class-though, just as  Karl Marx 
sprang from the bosom of the bourgeoisie, the new Marx 
may well be a traitor to his own class. In the meantime, 
en attendarit Marx, regiments of “middle-of-the-road” 
social scientists continue to write and teach about a class 
system that existed before World War 11, while their 
more “radical ” colleagues proclaim a class struggle 
between a bourgeoisie and a proletariat that, if ever they 
existed, had their day in the nineteenth century. The 
irony that many among these “radicals” call themselves 
Marxists need not be pursued here, though it may be 
observed that this is not the first time in intellectual 
history that those who see society in quaintly antiquarian 
terms consider themselves to be especially avant-garde. 

hat then is the New Class? First of all it is W a new variant of the general social 
phenomenon of class. This phenomenon has been con- 
ceptualized differently by different social theorists, but, 
in a very basic way, it was first discovered by Marx. His 
concept of class will do for the present purpose: A class is 
a social grouping with a distinctive relation to the means 
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of production. The New Class, then. emerges from a 
distinctive change in the production mechanisms of 
contemporary society. This change is precisely the one 
that has spawned the vast new knowledge industry: The 
New Class is that stratum in contemporary society that 
derives its livelihood from the knowledge industry. A 
Marxist might say that the production of knowledge is 
the economic base, or "substructure," of the New 
Class. Put differently, the New Class consists of people 
whose social position rests on the manipulation of 
symbols rather than on the manipulation of things. This 
social position implies a specific relationship to the 
economy (the production of knowledge, of symbols, and 
ideas is an economic activity no less than the production 
of material commodities). I t  also expresses itself politi- 
cally in the furtherance of class interests. and, last not 
least, it generates ideological constructions that serve to 
legitimate the same class interests. 

If the sociological delineation of the New Class is as 
yet inexact, there can be little doubt of the economic 
transformation on which its place in society is based. The 
knowledge industry (partially as a result of technological 
innovations, but also because of social changes greatly 
augmenting the role of bureaucracy and service occupa- 
tions) has undergone enormous growth since World War 
11, to the point where its share of the Gross National 
Product of this country is now estimated at between 30 
and 40 per cent. 

The major sociolgical problem, of course, is just 
where to draw the boundaries of the New Class (or, as i t  
might perhaps be better called, the "knowledge 
class"-though in this article the by now common usage 
of "New Class" will be retained). Enough has been said 
to indicate that the New Class is by no means identical 
with the categories of "intellectuals" or of the "cultural 
klite." Like previous classes, the New Class is stratified 
within itself; in  this hierarchy, no doubt, those deemed to 
be the cultural i l i te occupy a high position. Institution- 
ally, prestige universities and other centers of knowl- 
edge production (such as think tanks) are centers of New 
Class power, while publishing houses; periodicals, and 
foundations serve as distributing agencies. 

Below these elite institutions, however, there is a 
much larger complex of New Class population in the 
lower reaches of the educational system; in analogy to 
the oldpcrite bourgeoisie this population could be called 
the Petty New Class. Then, of course, there is the 
powerful center of the national communications media 
(very easily identified in the American case), which is 
allied with the cultural Clite through a network of 
interlocking occupational positions. Then too there is the 
vast complex of occupations that provide services 
through the administration of symbols, most though not 
all in the public sector of employment-the people who 
staff the welfare and regulatory agencies on all levels of 
government, the planning and propaganda arms of these 
agencies, and the miscellaneous therapeutic, guidance, 
and counseling institutions. However one may eventu- 
ally delineate the boundaries of the New Class, i t  is clear 
that, though still a minority of the overall population, i t  
comprises a sizable proportion of that population-in 
America it no doubt numbers in the millions. 

The New Class is an international phenomenon, to be 
found in all advanced industrial societies of the Western 
world. (There is a parallel phenomenon in the Soviet 
orbit, but the socio-economic system in the latter creates 
peculiar conditions for this class that cannot be pursued 
here.) The reason for this is, quite simply, that the 
technological and economic transformations that create 
the "substructure" of the New Class are international in 
scope. The focus here is on America, which can probably 
be considered the most technologically advanced society 
in the world, and by the same token the most modernized 
society (this is a descriptive statement, incidentally, and 
implies no positive value judgment). 

As already mentioned: the rise of the New Class in 
America dates from World War 11. Its technological and 
economic foundations were laid in  the 1950's. Its cul- 
tural and political significance came into view in the 
1960's. While this was not clearly understood at the time 
(i t  could not be, given the dynamics of such social 
change). the New Class made itself felt on the cultural 
scene with the various movements of personal 
liberation-not so much in the so-called counterculture 
(which had its roots in the New Class, but which had 
little survival potential other than in enclaves), but rather 
in the explosion of more moderate "liberated life- 
styles. " 

The antiwar movement (perhaps more by accident 
than anything else) served as the first significant political 
expression of the New Class, and its remarkable success 
in bringing down President Johnson and in forcing the 
American withdraw4 from Indochina heralded the new 
power of this class..'T?he power of the New Class grew as 
the more utopian elements of the earlier political expres- 
sion were abandoned (notably the utopianism of the New 
Left) and the more moderate New Politics became a real 
factor on the national scene. 

As always in the early stages of the rise to power of a 
class the opposition to it  was at first uncertain. hesitant. 
almost instinctive. Yet the election of 1972 was already 
clearly marked by the struggle between the New Class 
and an uneasy alliance of its antagonists. George 
McGovern became a political symbol of the New Class, 
and the crushing defeat of this'symbol by Richard Nixon 
has been the most severe political setback of the New 
Class to date. Whatever else i t  was, the Watergate affair 
provided the occasion for the New Class to take revenge 
for this defeat. Since then the class struggle has been 
going on in less dramatic forms. 

his class struggle, as Irving Kristol has T correctly argued, is essentially a struggle 
between competing elites-that is, between the old 
business class and *the ascendant Clite based on  the 
knowledge industry. As always the struggle is over 
power and privilege. But i t  would be an oversimplifica- 
tion to see the relation between these two classes as one 
of unremitting conflict. There is also compromise. 
mutual co-optation. and perhaps even the beginnings of I I  
coalescence of power in some places. The Carter candi- 
dacy (offer the Democratic nomination) and the Carter 
administration thus far have clearly been characterized 
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by compromise between the conflicting class interests; 
indeed, one might argue that the significance of this 
administration w i l l  finally be that of showing whether 
such a compromise is viable. 

What is more, the dividing lines between the twoklites 
are porous and shifting. Again this is very typical of this 
class dynamics, and if the New Class continues to 
ascend, i t  is likely that a much more massive coalescence 
between the two elites will occur. Thus the old business 
class depends, at least in part, on services provided by 
the knowledge industry; the latter, in  turn, is very big 
business itself. I t  follows that the notion of a class 
struggle should not immediately evoke the imagery of 
barricades and street battles. Much of it ( in  the best 
American tradition, one might say) takes the form of 
price-fixing, backroom deals, and (most important of 
all) mutual accommodations at the public trough. 

In this the New Class operates like any other special 
interest with political clout. But given its character, the 
New Class has an immense advantage in this game of 
special-interest politics. The advantage, of course, is its 
capacity to influence public opinion through the com- 
munications media and through the educational system. 
This influence (which may, in the end, be of decisive 
importance for the outcome of the class struggle) even 
extends into the old business class itself Corporation 
executives go to churches where they are preached at by 
Ncw Class clergy, their wives read magazines written by 
New Class authors and editors, and their children go to 
schools staffed by New Class professors. 

All the same. there are instances when the class 
struggle is sharply visible (or, more accurately, shoitld 
be clearly visible, were i t  not for the obfuscating effects 
of New Class propaganda). One such instance is the 
so-called environmental issue, another the issue of 
so-called consumer protection. The environmental 
movement has been a New Class phenomenon par 
c ~ s c ~ c ~ l l c n c x J ,  and. while there are cultural affinities in-  
volved here that are more than a simple expression of 
class interests. the latter are very clear indeed: If industry 
has an interest in  holding back environmental protection 
measures that cut into its profits, the New Class has an 
in teres t i n  creating e nv  iron mental protect ion agencies 
that provide its members with jobs and political power. 
Thus the Environmental Protection Agency is a prime 
example of a New Class power beachhead within the 
federal government. Put crudely, if industry makes a 
profit from polluting the atmosphere, the New Class 
makes a profit from policing the atmosphere. Conse- 
quently, as industry has a vested interest in alleging that 
the atmosphere is clean, so the New Class has a vested 
interest in alleging that i t  is dirty. These propositions 
hold r-c~gcirrllcss of whether, in any particular case, 
industry is or is not polluting the atmosphere. Miiraris 
rnurorrdis. the same analysis applies to measures sup- 
posedly protecting the consumer against profit-hungry 
manufacturers. 

he New Class is a phenomenon that can be T perceived and described by an outside 
observer. A n  interesting question is whether the 
phenomenon is also perceived as such by those whom the 
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observer would categorize in this way. This, of course, is 
the question of class consciousness; Marxists would ask 
whether the New Class is only a “class-in-itse1f”or also 
a “class-for-itself.” Marxists would also be the first to 
point out that there is always a certain time lag between 
the appearance of a new class and its consciousness of 
itself as a class. In this instance it  is probably correct to 
say that the self-consciousness of the New Class qiia 
class is, at best, incipient. Marxists would have to 
augment this observation by saying that the New Class 
exists in a state of “false consciousness,” but the 
observation can also be made without this harsh (and 
finally misleading) categorization. 

People are commonly aware of their class interests 
in an unreflected, almost instinctive way, rather than 
as a result of a lucid, fully reflected-upon self- 
consciousness, and this is especially so when the class 
interests are very new. In  this unreflected way members 
of the New Class are certainly conscious of their com- 
monality. Both in matters of cultural style and of 
socio-political attitudes they quickly “smell each other 
out”-just as do the business antagonists of the New 
Class. In both camps of the present class struggle there 
are no great difficulties in quickly deciding whether or 
not a particular individual is “sound. ” There are readily 
recognized clues-in expressed opinions, verbal reac- 
tions, even in emotional reactions to issues such as 
environmentalism, consumerism, and abortion. These 
clues, when added up, point to a fairly cohesive “collec- 
tive consciousness” (to use Emile Durkheim’s term), 
which by the same token constitutes at least an implicit 
class consciousness. 

Marxists would now go on from this analysis to a 
point-by-point derivation of all elements in  the 
worldview of the New Class from the latter’s class 
interests. This can be great fun, but it is also an 
oversimplification-in this as in other cases. Rarely if 
ever can the general worldview of people be derived 
consistently from their class interests. People also have 
other interests, and at times these interests are stronger 
than, and even counteract, class interests. 

This is not the place to describe in detail the worldview 
of the New Class. Suffice it to say that there are elements 
in this worldview that cannot simply be derived from 
class interests but that have more complex and more 
subtle interrelations with the social position of this group 
of people. All the same, i t  is important to grasp that the 
New Class, just like any other class, does have interests 
that are expressed as ideological propositions-that is. 
as allegations of fact and as judgments of value that serve 
to legitimate, to articulate, and justify the vested inter- 
ests of this class. The rule of thumb for detecting such 
ideological propositions is old and very simple: I t  is to 
ask the question, “cwi bom?”-to whose advantage is 
the proposition advanced? 

hat does all of this have to do with ethics? W If ethics is a normative discipline to 
assess empirically ascertainable moral values, then a 
root fact of ethical significance is that different classes 
have diflercrir moral values. This has always been so. 
Thus social scientists have been able to demonstrate 



empirically that, for example, the moral status given to 
competitive success has been higher in the middle class 
than in either the upper or lower classes; and, for another 
example, that working-class individuals have had moral 
qualms about engaging in sexual activities with the lights 
on, while middle-class individuals lack this moral pref- 
erence for darkness. The social scientist can ascertain 
these differences as matters of empirical fact; the ethi- 
cist, presumably, must pass from this ascertainment of 
the facts to an assessment of the normative status of these 
different values. Let it be stipulated here that the two 
procedures are quite distinct and that one does not 
necessarily follow from the other. Thus the social scien- 
tist can demonstrate the class location of the value of 
competitive success regardless of whether he himself 
believes this value to be ethically acceptable or  ethically 
abhorrent. Conversely, the ethicist can acknowledge the 
empirical fact that some people have sexual intercourse 
only in pitch-black darkness and still hold to the view 
that such an attitude is dehumanizing, depersonalizing. 
or whatever on the level of normative judgment. 

But there is more, and again it  is Marx who has taught 
this lesson: Different classes not only have different 
moralities, but these moralities can actually be weapons 
in the class struggle. Put differently, morality can have 
ideological functions. Again, let it be stipulated (conrm 
Marx) that the unmasking of such ideological functions 
does not end the ethical argument. One may believe that 
a particular moral value, despire its ideological function, 
should also be ethically assessed in a positive way. So 
far, so good. But the following also holds: Any attempt 
at ethical assessment is severely hampered if the ideolog- 
ical function remains unperceived. This latter fact 
(rather than a mechanical notion that all morality is but 

the “superstructure” of class interests) is the reason why 
ideological analysis is important for ethics. I t  is espe- 
cially important in the case at issue, because the New 
Class entered the societal stage with a veritable blast of 
high-flown moral rhetoric. Indeed, one has to go into the 
heartland of Bible Belt fundamentalism to find anything 
comparable today to the pervasiveness of moral outrage, 
preachment, and self-righteousness that is characteristic 
of the New Class. Each proposition of this moral bar- 
rage, therefore, must be carefully investigated in terms 
of the aformentioned criterion of “iwi  b o ~ o ? ”  

s Marx showed persuasively with regard to A the rise of the bourgeoisie, it is far from 
unusual for a rising class to claim that its own interests 
are in  the general interest of the society and most 
especially in  the’interest of the downtrodden. While the 
Bastille was not stormed by burgeoning capitalists but by 
an assortment of proletarians if  not subproletarians, the 
revolution of 1789 was nonetheless a bourgeois revolu- 
tion. It can be left to the historians to argue whether the 
“wretched of the earth” who participated in this revolu- 
tion did so out of a sincere conviction that the bourgeois 
ideologists who proclaimed “the rights of man and of the 
citizen” had theni in mind, or whether there were other 
reasons for their participation. 

In any case there is no warrant for exempting the New 
Class from the Marxian suspicion that morality is a 
‘weapon in the class struggle; and if the New Class 
sometimes pretends to have a monopoly on morality, one 
may suspect that less-elevated monopolistic interests are 
also in play. In this, of course, the New Class is neither 
better nor worse than its business-class predecessor. 
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Thus ,  for example, the moral pretensions with which 
robber-baron capitalists wrapped their class interests in 
the Fourteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution 
were neither more nor less ideological than the current 
tendency of New Class entrepreneurs to use the First 
Amendment in defense of rheir class interests. In each 
case, of course, the moral argument is made in the name 
of the American people as a whole. 

The New Class is marked by a strong hostility to the 
capitalist system and to the business community. This 
animus ranges from the left-liberal orientation of the 
majority to more pronounced socialist views of a vocal 
minority. The reasons for this New Classgcrirciiisnie are. 
in all probability. more complex than their rootage in  
class interest. but i t  is very important that the latter be 
perceived too. The greater part of the New Class derives 
its livelihood from public-sector employment; i t  has the 
most tangible interest in  expanding this type of employ- 
ment. Thus the  vested interest of this group in replacing 
market forces with government intervention is, at the 
very least. as important in explaining the statist inclina- 
tions of the New Class as more idealistic aspirations. 

I t  may be observed in  passing that this ideological 
interpretation goes some way in  explaining why the New 
Class in this country is less consistently socialist in  
outlook than  its analogue in Western Europe. In America 
there is a considerably bigger entrepreneurial element in 
the knowledge industry than in Western Europe, where 
niore of that industry is "nationalized. " In  this perspec- 
tive, left-liberalism expresses the ambition of the New 
Class to exercise control over wide sectors of the society; 
socialism is the vision of t h e  same class to take over the 
entire society. Put differently, American left-liberalism 
is an ideology of class oligopoly, which socialism is the 
dream of a society-wide monopoly. 

Because government interventions have to be legiti- 
mated in terms of social ills. the New Class has a vested 
interest in portraying American society as a whole, and 
specific aspects of that society, in  negative terms. Bad 
news about America is ipso facto good news for New 
Class aspirations. This ideological function serves to 
explain the consistently "critical" orientation of New 
Class interpretations (such as the facts of income distri- 
bution, poverty, the state ofcivil rights, or the changes in 
the racial situation). The same ideological function helps 
to account for the consistent sympathy of New Class 
individuals for foreign movements and regimes, pro- 
b i h d  these can be plausibly pictured as some sort of 
antithesis to American society. I t  is, of course, even 
easier to believe in distorted visions of far-away coun- 
tries. such as China. Distortions of American realities 
are more readily susceptible to empirical falsification. 

Most generally the New Class has a vested interest in 
the expansion of the welfare state and ipso facto in all 
interpretations of social reality that make such expansion 
seem morally necessary. Helmut Schelsky , in discussing 
the ideological interests of West German leftist intellec- 
tuals, has aptly summed up these interests in the formula 
"Billclirirrig. Betrciriirig , Beplarrirng . '' Freely trans- 
lated, the class interest is in  bcrenc-hiiig, becaririg, arid 
beplrrririirig-that is. in belaboring the population as a 
whole from a position of power and to bestow upon other 

classes one's own symbols and/or services. 
All of this, needless to say, is supposed to be for the 

well-being of everybody. In  the same way, the New 
Class has a vested interest in  the expansion of the 
regulatory powers of government in the economy and in 
various other sectors of social life. Both the welfare and 
the regulatory apparatus of the modem state is over- 
whelmingly staffed by New Class personnel and is one of 
the chief sources of New Class power, privilege, and 
status. 

' ' . . .the New Class has a vested interest in 
portraying American society.. . in negative 
terms, 9 9  

s long as the New Class remains a minority A of the population, the democratic process 
is a standing threat to its ambitions. This certainly does 
riot mean that the New Class as a whole is antidemocratic 
(though the higher strata within that class, as distinct 
from what we have called the Petty New Class, has Clitist 
tendencies that are hard to reconcile with democracy). It 
does mean, though, that the New Class has the under- 
standable inclination to bypass democratic politics in 
seeking to realize specific goals-be it through the 
judiciary or through the influence of nonelected "public 
interest" lobbies. 

In this, again, the New Class follows in the footsteps 
of the business class, whose devotion to democracy has 
always been modified by its ability to get things done in 
other ways. Since the processes of electoral politics are 
periodic and intermittent, while the judiciary and the 
nonelected lobbies are ongoing fixtures on the political 
scene, this gives considerable advantage to all those who 
can rely on the latter instrumentalities as against those 
who have only the ballot box to express their interests. 
Again this is nothing new in itself; what is new is the 
ascendancy of New Class power in the, so to speak, 
parademocratic sector of American politics. 

I t  should be clear by now why identification with the 
cause of the downtrodden is of particular importance in 
the moral legitimation of New Class interests. The 
"discovery" of every new group of deprived people in 
the society legitimates the inauguration of programs that 
benefit the New Class-no matter whether they also 
benefit those on whose behalf the programs are supposed 
to exist. Thus the poor probably did obtain gains from the 
redistribution of income inaugurated by the War Against 
Poverty-but there can be no doubt about the massive 
gains obtained by all those New Class individuals 
through whom government "poverty money" was 
channeled. Thus blacks may have benefitted from vari- 
ous programs resulting from the change, in the late 
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1960's. from proscriptive to prescriptive measures to 
deal with racial inequities-again there can be no doubt 
about New Class intpests in  the resultant networks of 
bureaucracy designed to administer racial equity. 

The institutionalization of "affirmative action" is 
particularly interesting in this regard. An argument can 
indeed be made that the fixation on race (and, more 
recently, on gender) as a root cause of inequity in  
American society actually serves to obfuscate (Marx 
would say "mystify") the underlying realities of class, 
class interest, and class struggle. I t  is class, not race (and 
certainly not gender), that has shaped the American 
stratification system most fundamentally-and this con- 
tinues to be the case, even though there are new partici- 
pants in the class drama. 

This is not the place to pursue the fascinating question 
(perhaps perceived most clearly by Jesse Jackson) of 
how long blacks will be prepared to serve as the "foot 
soldiers" in  the New Class army. Neither is i t  possible to 
pursue the equally fascinating question of the extent to 
which the application of affirmative-action programs to 
women has actually enhanced the ability of New Class 
individuals (in this instance, female individuals) to 
block upward mobility of individuals from the lower 
classes. 

est such analysis of class interests sound L cynical, it should be said that the sincerity 
of individual class members is not at question. Most 
people are sincere most of the time-life is much easier 

that way. The tenured univers i ty  professor who believes 
himself to "speak for the people" is as sincere. in  all 
likelihood. as the corporation executive who believes 
that whatever is good for his business is good for 
America. Nor is any of the above to be taken as saying 
that whatever is good for the New Class is necessarily 
bad for everyone else. When i t  comes to the rival claims 
of the New Class and the business class. there is no 
substitute for careful codbenefi t  accounting in each 
particular instance. And let it be stipulated that there are 
New Class values and programs that are indeed good for 
America. But so are some business values and programs. 

There is one additional observation to be made. 
though: I t  is the capitalist system that has created the 
wealth of America; the institutions serving the New 
Class are, at best, designed to redistribute that wealth. If 
the present class struggle-a conflict between two com- 
peting elites-is viewed from the vantage point of the 
lower classes. especially the working class, i t  is far from 
clear which elite is more antagonistic to the aspirations 
of the latter. Some sort of decision on this should be high 
on the agenda of the labor movement, which more than 
any other institution in this country embodies the inter- 
ests of the working class. 

The social-scientific analysis of class struggle and 
class ideology. then, is a preamble to the ethical consid- 
eration of societal problems; i t  is not ethics per se. But i t  
is a very important preamble indeed. For unless these 
social realities are perceived by the ethicist, ethics itself 
will become ideology. 
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