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z_::u._:.% .omw:m:mB is a system in which the surplus-value of the pro-
letarian is mn.mno_udmﬁa by the bourgeois. When this proletarian is
located in a different country from this bourgeois, one of the mechan-

isms that has affected the process of appropriation is the manipulation of

.oon:oE:m flows over state boundaries. This results in patterns of
uneven development’ which are summarized in the concepts of core
mma_mmn._uon and periphery. This is an intellectual tool to help m:m_wmm
the multiple forms of class conflict in the capitalist world-economy.
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Marx and History:
Fruitful and Unfruitful Emphases

Immanuel Wallerstein

As a general rule, most analysts (and particularly Marxist analysts) tend
to emphasize the more dubious historiographical ideas of Marx, and in
the process then tend to neglect what were his most original and fruitful
ideas. It is perhaps what one should expect, but it is not very helpful.

To each his Marx, they say, and this is no doubt true. In fact, 'd add
to each his two Marxes, as the debates of the last thirty years concerning
the young Marx, the epistemological break, etc., are there to remind us.
My two Marxes are not chronologically successive. They grow out of
what seems to me a fundamental internal contradiction in Marx’s epis-
temology, which results in two different historiographies.

On the one hand, Marx is the supreme rebel against bourgeois liberal
thought, with its anthropology centred on the concept of human nature,
its Kantian categorical imperatives, its beliefs in the slow but inevitable
improvement in the human condition, its preoccupation with the indi-
vidual in search of liberty. Against this whole set of concepts, Marx
suggested the existence of multiple social realities, each with its different
structure, located in distinct worlds, each world being defined by its
mode of production. The point was to uncover the way these modes of
production functioned behind their ideological screens. It followed that
a belief in ‘universal laws’ precisely kept one from recognizing the par-
ticularities of each mode of production, of discovering the secrets of its
functioning, and thus of examining clearly the paths of history.

On the other hand, Marx accepted universalism in sO far as he
accepted the idea of an inevitable historical march towards progress,
with its linear anthropology. His modes of production seemed to be
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lined up, like schoolboys - by height, that is, according to the degree of
development of the forces of production. (This is in fact the source of
the acute embarrassment caused by the concept of the Asiatic mode of
production, which seemed to play the role of a rambunctious schoolboy
who refused to follow the rules and line up properly.)
This second Marx is obviously far more acceptable to liberals, and it
is with this Marx they have been prepared to come to terms, both intel-
lectually and politically. The other Marx is far more bothersome. The
liberals fear and reject that Marx; indeed they deny him intellectual
legitimacy. Devil or hero, the first Marx is the only one who seems to me
interesting and who still has something to say to us today.
What is at stake in this distinction between the two Marxes is the
different expectations of capitalist development which one derives from
the opposing historical myths. We can construct our story of capitalism
around one of two protagonists: the triumphant bourgeois, or the
impoverished masses. Which of these two is the key figure of the five
centuries of the history of the capitalist world-economy? How shall we
assess the epoch of historical capitalism? As globally positive because it
leads, dialectically, to its negation and its Aufhebung? Or as globally
negative because it brings about the immiserization of the large majority
of the world’s population?

That this choice of optic is reflected in every detailed analysis seems
to me quite evident. I will cite but one example, that of a passing remark
by a contemporary author. I cite it precisely because it is a remark made
in passing, thus innocently, one might say. In a learned and perceptive
discussion of Saint-Just’s views on economics during the French Revo-
lution, the author concludes that it would be appropriate to describe
Saint-Just as ‘anti-capitalist’, and that this description could in fact be
extended to include industrial capitalism. Then he adds: ‘In this sense,
one might say, that Saint-Just is less progressive than some of his
predecessors or contemporaries.” But why ‘less’ progressive rather than
‘more’ progressive? That is the nub of the issue.

Marx was of course a man of the Enlightenment, a Smithian, a
Jacobin, a Saint-Simonian. He said so himself. He was deeply imbued
with the doctrines of bourgeois liberalism, as were all good left intel-
lectuals of the nineteenth century. That is, he shared with all his
associates the sort of permanent, almost instinctive protest against
anything that smelled of the Ancien Régime - privilege, monopoly,
seigneurial rights, idleness, piety, superstition. In opposition to this
world whose day was done, Marx was in favour of whatever was
rational, serious, scientific, productive. Hard work was virtue.

Even to the extent that Marx had some reservations about this new
ideology (and he didn’t have many), he found it tactically useful to
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assert an allegiance to these values, and then use Eaﬁ vorsmﬁmwwﬂ WTQ:...T
he iberals, hanging them by their own petard. .mQ it wasn't oy e
e oﬂw.m, to mwOé that the liberals cast off their own princip om_s "
c,c: ﬁ.o_,amma was threatened in their states. It was thus an me M_%MB o
WMMMxomo hold the liberals to their word, to push the _omﬂ o oawo.Sa ey
its end point, and thus to make the liberals swallow n:o m e
;wﬂm meoac,w:m for everyone else. It could vm argued m wﬁ Mm—n
o % slogans was more liberty, more equality, more 1ra oawoww leap of
n:ﬂo aomcg from time to time he was tempted to ma Y
imagination into an anti-Saint-Simonian ?E.R. But he nﬁw M el
bosiat d to go very far in this direction, fearing va%mnm that e
o et ﬂo m.,m mill of utopian and anarchist <o_c.=ﬁnm6 whic @ hac
. mnmmﬂ Na distasteful and indeed pernicious. It is precisely Eww Bcom
wwmwmﬁmﬁwoﬁmooww liberal, whose views we should approach wi
woavz.n_w.a. d the other Marx, the Marx who saw history as mn.:.uv_movm
. ; wous the Marx who stressed the analysis of %m.w.won&o:ﬂm_-
E.E m_scﬂwwoaom_ systems, the Marx who was thus the critic of oﬁmm_m :
n.&moﬁwa r._ torical system, whom we ought to bring back to mnom ﬁm ._mm._
What m.a_mﬁmﬁ Marx find when taking a close look at the ﬂm mnémw
oy £ capitalism? He found not only the class &Em.mk. w mn s
?doamm— o: ; ﬂmmoancon of ‘all hitherto existing woo._oQ , but al mn s
oy w_ fon NE:: was his most radical and most a.m::m E%oﬁram_muoma
v&nzgzcﬂ.ﬁ hypothesis that has been the most Smoz.vcmi aa.noc: - .ﬁ
Eomﬁ%mwo%:nw%m_ Marxist parties and thinkers Emnaarow M:M owﬂ s wa
r.n: because it was catastrophist, seemed to ensure S.m =_Mm<.o " o,m o
st s 1945, anti-Marxist intellectuals have found it re 1y eay
- domon te ,Emﬁ far from being immiserized, w.saﬁm:_m_ workers n
estorn cou tries ,.,68 living far better than their grandparents M— <
MMMM NMDEMMMMEE there had been no immiserization, even relative,
el ?
© MOMW%”%MSMMW were right. And no one wzws this .GQWQ %MM W_m
ind Mﬁm_ ionw.ﬂm themselves, who were the prime wOn.E_ MMMEESE
InGUSHRas, dustrial countries. This being s0, Marxist @ma._g a inker®
parties in %uﬁ a retreat on this theme. Perhaps it émmi m.aoc% u o
Wo%wﬂhmw became hesitant to broach the w.cgooﬁ. Bit by ﬂwﬁw Mm oy
manoom to polarization and ._BEmmoaNm@on (just MmH% cﬁm Mw e by
of the state) diminished radically or disappeared,
Ew%mwmﬁwmmwﬁnm a sort of unplanned and disorderly mﬁovﬂ_ﬂmq Mm %wﬂom%
the most perspicacious insights our Marx had %wa. MMM M e for
more astute about the longue &:&m. than we 0 en g e ypothesis,
being. The fact is that polarization is a historically co
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not a false one, and one can demonstrate this empirically, provided we
use as the unit of calculation the only entity which really matters for
capitalism, the capitalist world-economy. Within this entity there has
been over four centuries not merely a relative but even an absolute
polarization of classes. And if this is the case, wherein lies the progres-
siveness of capitalism?

Needless to say, we have to specify what we mean by polarization.
The definition is by no means self-evident. First of all, we have to dis-
tinguish between social distribution of material wealth (broadly defined)
on the one hand, and the social bifurcation that is the result of the twin
processes of proletarianization and bourgeoisification on the other.

As far as the distribution of wealth is concerned, there are various
ways to calculate it. We have to decide initially upon the unit of calcu-
lation, not only the spatial unit (we have already indicated above our
preference for the world-economy over the national state or the enter-
prise), but also the temporal unit. Are we talking of distribution over an
hour, a week, a year, thirty years? Each calculation might give different,
even incompatible, results. In point of fact, the majority of people are
interested in two temporal calculations. One is that of the very short
term, which might be called the survival calculation. The other might be
called the lifetime calculation, used for measuring the quality of life, the
social assessment of the everyday life one has actually lived.

The survival calculation is by nature variable and ephemeral. It is the
lifetime calculation which offers us the best measure, objectively and
subjectively, of whether or not there has been material polarization. We
need to make comparisons of these lifetime calculations that are inter-
generational and long term. Intergenerational comparisons, however, do
not mean here comparisons within a single lineage, because that intrudes
a factor that is irrelevant from the perspective of the world-system as a
whole, which is the social mobility rate in particular zones of the world-
economy. Rather we should compare parallel strata of the world-
economy at successive historical moments, each stratum being measured
over the lifetimes of the cohort. The question to ask is whether for a
given stratum the lifetime experience at one historical moment is easier
or harder than at another, and whether or not there has occurred over
time an increased gap between the higher strata and the lower.

The calculation should involve not merely total lifetime revenue but
also this revenue divided by total lifetime hours of work devoted to its
acquisition (in whatever form) so as to get figures which could serve as
the basis of comparative analysis. One must also consider the life-span,
but preferably one calculated from age one or even age five (in order to
eliminate the effect of those improvements in sanitation which may have

‘lowered the infant mortality rate without necessarily affecting the health
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of adults). Finally, one should work into the calculation (or index) :h.mc
various ethnocides which, by depriving many .wwawsm of any descend-
layed a role in improving the lot of certain others.

m:mmm MEW finally ogmm:mm some reasonable figures, om._oEmﬁma oﬂx the
long run and across the whole world-economy, I believe these figures
would demonstrate clearly that over the last .moﬁ :Eanm@ years there
has been a significant material polarization within %w capitalist EM:.E-
economy. To make myself quite clear, I am suggesting that the mamo
(still rural) majority of the populations of the world-economy works
harder and longer today for less reward than 400 years ago. .

1 have no intention of idealizing the life of the masses of oﬁ:ﬂ
epochs; 1 merely wish to assess the overall level of their human nowm_w
bilities compared with their present-day descendants. ,Eﬁ fact tha
skilled workers in a Western country are better off qu their ancestors
says little about the standards of living of an unskilled émn_nmn _m
Calcutta today, not to speak of that of a Peruvian or Indonesian agri
cultural casual worker. . . o

It may be perhaps objected that I am being too owo:wa_m:n in using
as the measure of a Marxist concept like proletarianization the balance-
sheet of material revenue. After all, it is argued by some, what matters
are the relations of production. No doubt this is a .mm:n comment. Pmﬁ. us
look, therefore, at polarization as a social bifurcation, a :mammoa_msoﬁw
of multiple relations into the single antinomy .Om .coe.:mmo_m and 38w
letarian. Let us look, that is, not only at Eo_ﬁmz.ms_nmco: A.m standby o
the Marxist literature) but also at coﬁmoommmm.om:on OR logical counter-
part, which is however seldom discussed in this same literature).

In this case too we must specify what we mean g. these terms. If by
definition a bourgeois can only be a typical industrialist .Om Frengland _H;
the beginning of the nineteenth century, wbm a proletarian can .o:E be
the person who works in this industrialist’s mmoﬁo.n%.&m.n it is .nEﬂo
certain that there has not been much of a class polarization in the raﬁq
of the capitalist system. One might even make a case that .co_mzNwsos
has been reduced. However, if one means by a true cocnmoo_m. and a true
proletarian all those who live off current revenue, that is, 2::9.:
depending on income from inherited sources (capital, property, _u:w_-

leges, etc.), the distinction being one between those (the coﬁ.:.mao_mv who
live off the surplus-value which the others (the proletarians) create,
without much dual role-playing by individuals, then one can argue
indeed that over the centuries more and more persons have come to be
located unambiguously in one or the oEon. category and that this is the
consequence of a structural process which is far from completed. X

It will clarify the argument to look at these processes close up. W m
actually happens in ‘proletarianization’? Workers throughout the wor



[image: image4.png]130 RACE, NATION, CLASS

live in small groups of income-pooling ‘households’. These groups,
which are neither necessarily nor totally kin-related nor necessarily co-
residential, rarely do without some wage-income. But they equally rarely
subsist exclusively on their wage-income. They add to wage-income
from petty commodity production, rents, gifts and transfer payments,
and (not least) subsistence production.

Thus they pool multiple sources of income, in of course very different
proportions in different places and times. We can think of proletarian-
ization thus as the process of increasing dependence on wage-income as
a percentage of the whole. It is totally ahistorical to think that a house-
hold goes suddenly from zero per cent to one hundred per cent depend-
ence on wages. More likely, given households shift, sometimes in brief
periods, from say a twenty-five per cent dependence to a fifty per cent
dependence. This is for example what happened more or less in that
locus classicus, the English enclosures of the eighteenth century.

Who gains by proletarianization? It is far from sure that it is the

capitalists. As the percentage of a household’s income coming from
wages increases, the level of wages must simultaneously be increased
and not decreased in order for it to approach the minimum level
required for reproduction. Perhaps you will think such an argument
absurd. If these workers had not previously received the minimum wage
necessary for their physical survival, how could they have survived? It is
not in fact, however, absurd. For if the wage-income is but a small
proportion of total household income, the employer of the wage worker
is able to pay a subminimal hourly wage, forcing the other ‘components’
of total household income to ‘make up’ the difference between the wage
paid and the minimum needed for survival. Thus the work required to
obtain supraminimal income from subsistence labour or petty
commodity production in order to ‘average out’ at a minimum level for
the whole household serves in effect as a ‘subsidy’ for the employer of
the wage labourer, a transfer to this employer of additional surplus-
value. This is what explains the scandalously low wage-scales of the peri-
pheral zones of the world-economy.

The essential contradiction of capitalism is well known. It is that
between the interest of the capitalist as individual entrepreneur seeking
to maximize his profits (and hence minimize his costs of production,
including wages) and his interest as a member of a class which cannot
make money unless its members can realize their profits, that is, sell
what they produce. Hence capitalists need buyers, and this can often
mean that they need to increase the cash revenue of workers.

I shall not review here the mechanisms by which the repeated stag-
nations of the world-economy lead to discontinuous but necessary (that
is, step-like) increases of the purchasing power of some (each time new)
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sector of the (world) population. I will oH._E say that :__au:_ :E w,ﬁ_:w
important of these mechanisms of Eona.mzu.m real vEn:.,Z:m _,:fw_ @
the process we are calling proletarianization. Although c_:_a::__ ”.."m
ization may serve the short-term interest ﬁ:.m w.ron term o:CW_.:_ ! .m_
capitalists as a class, it goes against their interests as in .<“»: ,“”_:
employers, and hence normally proletarianization occurs aomﬁ:a omm
and not because of them. The demand for Eo_mﬁzmmﬁmcg com
rather from the other side. Workers organize Eo.Bmm.Zom in various ,ﬂmww
and thereby achieve some of their demands, i.:o.: in mm.oﬁ vma:% rﬁ ﬁm.m
to reach the threshold of a true wage-based minimum income. M _c m
by their own efforts, workers become proletarianized, and then sho
. — . »
Sn.ﬁmw. true character of bourgeoisification is m._.a:_ﬁq quite A.rmﬂ.ma_
from what we’ve been led to believe. The Qmmm_o. Marxist .moﬂopom_nm.
portrait of the bourgeois is fraught with the %_maaowom_mm_ oon:,mn
dictions at the base of Marxism itself. On E.o one hand, gmﬂx_.ﬁm wﬂmmmﬂw
that the bourgeois-entrepreneur-progressive 1s the opposite ﬁm e
aristocrat-rentier-idler. And, among bourgeois, 2 contrast 1s Bi_a
between the merchant capitalist who buys cheaply wna wa_._m_. ammﬂ_ M
(hence speculator-financial Em:%&wSTEEJ m:m. the Sacmn._m _mm_gw%
‘revolutionizes’ the relations of production. This ooum_.mmﬁ _,m a A ﬁ@
sharper if this industrialist has Swg, the ‘truly revolutionary %wﬁu ! %_
capitalism, that is, if this industrialist resembles the :.08 0 m_a e
legends, a little man who by dint of effort has become a big Bmar i
this incredible but deeply rooted manner that Marxists w.E<o ecome
some of the best purveyors of the celebration of the Sn;m:m.ﬁ system.
This description almost makes one forget the other Marxist %M.zm ooHM
the exploitation of the worker which .Swom the woﬂ.a of &m .oxqmm _wmg
surplus-value from the workers by this very same En_zmq_wrmﬂ sm o_.a Eo.
logically, joins the ranks of the idlers, m_on.m <<:.= the merchant a 4 the
“feudal aristocrat’. But if they are all alike in E_m essential way, why
earth should we spend so much time mcm_.__am out the m_monozoom“
discussing the historical evolution of categories, Ea. mnmmcaaﬂ no.manmo
sions (for example, the ‘aristocratization’ of bourgeoisies who mw:m °
vivre noblement), the treasons _Amvw some bourgeoisies who retuse,
‘to play their historic role’)?
mvmwowm m_.m E.M m%ooﬂmnﬁ sociological portrait? Just .ES the workers who
live in households which merge revenue from BE.QE.@ sources .Aoa_w %.nw
being wages), the capitalists (especially big ones) live in oamﬁzmmw aum _”Mm
in reality merge revenues from many sources & 5<om\:=o=~w n&mm
speculation, trading profits, ‘normal’ .@3&:355 profits, , Sm: o
manipulation. Once these revenues are in money form, they Mn w,m N
same for the capitalists, a means of pursuing that incessant and Iniern
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accumulation to which they are condemned.

At this point the psycho-sociological contradictions of their position
enters the picture. A long time ago, Weber noted that the logic of
Calvinism contradicts the ‘psycho-logic’ of man. The logic tells us that it
is impossible for man to know the fate of his soul because if he could
know the intentions of the Lord, by that very fact he would be limiting
God’s power, and God would no longer be omnipotent. But psycho-
logically man refuses to accept that he can in no way affect his destiny.
This contradiction led to the Calyinist theological ‘compromise’. If one
couldn’t know the intentions of the Lord, one couid at least recognize a
negative decision via ‘external signs’, without necessarily drawing the
inverse conclusion in the absence of such signs. The moral thus became:

leading an upright and prosperous life is a necessary but not sufficient
condition for salvation.

This very same contradiction is still faced by the bourgeois today,
albeit in more secular garb. Logically,

the Lord of the capitalists requires
that the bourgeois do nothing but accumulate. And he punishes those
who violate this commandment by

forcing them sooner or later into
bankruptcy. But it’s not really all

that much fun to do nothing but
accumulate. One wants occasionally to taste the fruits of accumulation,

The demon of the ‘feudal-aristocractic’ idler, locked up in the bourgeois
soul, emerges from the shadows, and the bourgeois seeks to vipre
noblement. But, in order to vivre noblement, one must be a rentier in a
broad sense, that is, have sources of revenue which require little effort to
obtain, which are ‘guaranteed’ politically, and which can be ‘inherited’,

Thus, what is ‘natural’, what each privileged participant in this
capitalist world ‘seeks’, is not to move from the status of rentier to entre-
preneur, but precisely the opposite. Capitalists don’t want to become
‘bourgeois’. They infinitely preter to become ‘feudal aristocrats’,

If capitalists are none the less becoming more and more bourgeoisi-
fied, it is not because of their will, but despite it. This is quite parallel to
the proletarianization of the workers, which occurs not because of but
despite the will of the capitalists. Indeed the parallelism goes even
further. If the process of bourgeoisification proceeds, it is in part due to
the contradictions of capitalism, and in part due to the pressures of the
workers, .

Objectively, as the capitalist system spreads, becomes more rational-
ized, brings about greater concentration, competition becomes stiffer
and stiffer. Those who neglect the imperative of accumulation suffer
even more rapidly, surely and ferociously the counter-attacks of com-
petitors. Thus each lapsus in the direction of ‘aristocratization’ is ever more
severely penalized in the world market, requiring an internal rectification”
of the ‘enterprise’, especially if it is large and (quasi-)nationalized.
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Children who seek to inherit the direction oﬂ an onﬁnwzﬂo HN%M nEm
receive an external, intensive, ‘universalist’ Qm_Ezm.. r& € Mﬂ e .i:o
role of the technocratic manager has Mx@mummm. ﬂro _merw MMMS W T o
ifi oisification of the capitalis A
e rovide. coﬁmm ize the extraction of surplus-
i 1d really monopolize
cracy, provided that it cou . : e e dopendent
ity i tion, making all privileg enden
value, would personify it to perfec on, ng al ot
on Q,:RE activity rather than partially on individual or class in
tance. . . e
It is quite clear that this process is being pushed mmgwwwnwm“ e
working class. All their efforts to take over the ._os.wa o Mn o
and to eliminate injustice tend to constrain .om?&:.wa. w_: M o them
retreat towards bourgeoisification. Feudal-aristocratic idlene
i iti rous. .
too obvious and too politically .amzm.o . . i
It is in this fashion that the historiographical prognosis of Mmm_oﬂ\wm s
working itself out: the polarization into 2,\% mwmm” n_mmmmw Mm - %ro_a
i ially and socially. But why . :
and proletarians, both materia . e ographical
istincti fruitful and unfruitful hi g
distinction matter, between the ( A wlograptee
i ding Marx? It ma g
hases that may be derived mnon.g rea ar : ag
MM% when one comes to the question of Eno:N_:m the %mm\w%uwui mw
socialism, in fact of theorizing ,:msmiwamw in %oﬁnoﬂnm_.dwmow Mark WO
itali ‘ ressive’ vis-a-vis what w
spoke of capitalism as ‘prog| : S Bt hey.
i i the bourgeois revolution, of |
of bourgeois revolutions, of Irg . oy
iple ‘national’ from feudalism to cap
the multiple ‘national’ transitions eud . alism
mnom_,w% m<oJ~ oonw%n of a bourgeois ‘revolution’, _om,\._:m mmﬁﬁawﬂm
doubtful empirical qualities, leads us to think of M ?MMMMEWHMMEM:@
i it is tied, both as preceden .
which somehow it is tied, lent rere -
Ww_oamazw becomes the sum of these two successive 8<m_c:.w:m .,Mwmi
sure, the succession is neither painless nor mmma.cm_m BM:MM —wn anmwo: o
’ . -
isj i iti the less inevitable, just as
and disjunctive. But it is none 5t e eatogy
itali i These concepts imply a w
apitalism to feudalism has been. . . ol
Mow the struggle of the working classes, a strategy filled with moral bla
i ir historic roles.
urgeois who neglect their historic rol , . .
moa%.w :m there are no bourgeois .R<o_:zos.m“ E: merely mnmwsmw:ww
struggles of rapacious capitalist sectors, there is neither a mo coo o owmm
nor sociopolitical ‘backwardness’ to overcome. It may w<a=m88 c a5
that the whole ‘bourgeois’ strategy is one to mr.w away Rmm.Zo the
‘transition’ from feudalism to capitalism was neither Eom" Ssive not
revolutionary, if instead this transition :.mnw cwmﬂ: MH mwowﬁno_ scue o
i i itted them to reinforce
ominant strata which permitted thel '
“Q.Eam masses and increase the level of ox&o:m:on %M@ .HNMM MM v
speaking the language of the other Zm«xv. we .E_m_.z Mwao ::wamiom o
if today a transition is inevitable, it is not inevitably % pransitior 10
socialism (that is, a transition to an egalitarian world in which p
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is for use value). We might conclude i i
the direction of ﬂw.a global m_.mzm:mon. Hint the ey queston today i
That capitalism will in the not too distant future know its demise
seems to me both certain and desirable. It is easy to demonstrate this b
an analysis of its ‘objective’ endogenous contradictions. That the :ﬁﬁw
of our future world remains an open question, depending on the
oEooB..w .om current struggles, seems to me equally certain. The strate
of transition is in fact the key to our destiny. We are not likely to m:nmw
good strategy by giving ourselves over to an apologia of the historical
progressiveness of capitalism. That kind of historiographical emphasis
runs the risk of implying a strategy which will lead us to a .moawzms,

that is no more progressive than th
] e current system, an a
speak of this system. e vatar so to
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The Bourgeois(i€) as
Concept and Reality

Immanuel Wallerstein

Définir le bourgeois? Nous ne serions pas d’accord.
Ernest Labrousse (1955)

In the mythology of the modern world, the quintessential protagonist is
the bourgeois. Hero for some, villain for others, the inspiration or lure
for most, he has been the shaper of the present and the destroyer of the
past. In English, we tend to avoid the term ‘bourgeois’, preferring in
general the locution ‘middle class’ (or classes). It is a small irony that
despite the vaunted individualism of Anglo-Saxon thought, there is no
convenient singular form for ‘middie class(es). We are told by the
linguists that the term appeared for the first time in Latin form,
burgensis, in 1007 and is recorded in French as burgeis as of 1100. It
originally designated the inhabitant of a bourg, an urban area, but an
inhabitant who was ‘free’.! Free, however, from what? Free from the
obligations that were the social cement and the economic nexus of a
feudal system. The bourgeois was not a peasant or serf, but he was also
not a noble.

Thus, from the start there was both an anomaly and an ambiguity.
The anomaly was that there was no logical place for the bourgeois in the
hierarchical structure and value-system of feudalism with its classical
three orders, themselves only becoming crystallized at the very moment
that the concept of ‘bourgeois’ was being born.2 And the ambiguity was
that bourgeois was then (as it remains today) both a term of honour and
a term of scorn, a compliment and a reproach. Louis XI, it is said, took
pride in the honorific ‘bourgeois of Berne’.> But Moliere wrote his
scathing satire on ‘le bourgeois gentilhomme’, and Flaubert said:
‘Pappelle bourgeois quiconque pense bassement.’

Because the medieval bourgeois was neither lord nor peasant, he
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