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each person earns, or (4) what each person can take. It was 
this fourth way, Marx believed, that was dominant in com-
petitive capitalist societies (Cuzzort and King 2002; Marx 
and Engels 1955).

Marx viewed the stratification structure as composed of 
two major economically based social classes: the haves and 
the have-nots. The haves consist of the owners (capitalist 
bourgeoisie), whereas the have-nots are the working class 
(proletariat). Individuals in the same social class have sim-
ilar lifestyles, share ideologies, and hold common outlooks 

on social life. The struggle over resources between the 
haves and have-nots is a cause of conflict (Hurst 2013).

The haves control what Marx called the means of pro-
duction—property, machinery, and cash owned by capital-
ists—the valued resources in society (Marx [1844] 1964). 
The haves dominate because the lower-class have-nots 
cannot accumulate enough money and power to change 
their positions. The norms and values of the haves domi-
nate the society because of their power and ability to make 
the distribution of resources seem “fair” and justified. 
Laws, religious beliefs, and educational systems spread 
ideas that support the domination of the haves. This keeps 
the have-nots from understanding their own self-interests 
and is why working-class people often support politicians 
whose policies really favor the wealthiest 1%. The haves’ 
control of political structures, policies, and police and mil-
itary forces ensures their continued dominance in society.

The unorganized lower-class have-nots cannot over-
come their exploitation until they develop a class con-
sciousness—a shared awareness that they, as a class, have 
interests that differ from those of the haves. They need to 
understand that what is good for the haves is bad for the 
have-nots. Marx contended that with the help of enlight-
ened intellectuals (like him), the working class would 
develop a class consciousness, rise up, and overthrow the 
haves, culminating in a classless society in which wealth 
would be more equally shared (Marx and Engels 1955).

Unlike the structural-functionalists, then, conflict the-
orists maintain that money and other rewards are not nec-
essarily given to those in the most important positions in 
the society. Can we argue that a rock star or baseball player 
is more necessary for the survival of society than a teacher 
or police officer? Yet the pay differential is tremendous. It 
takes most teachers (even those with a master’s degree) an 
entire career to earn as much as many celebrities earn in a 
matter of months.

As you can see, not all of Marx’s predictions have come 
true. Whereas many nations have labor laws that require 
owners to pay workers a minimum wage and provide safe 
working conditions and that prevent them from discrimi-
nating on the basis of race, gender, or religion, inequality 
still exists throughout the world. Even societies that claim 
to be classless, such as China, have privileged classes and 
poor peasants. In recent years, the Chinese government 
has allowed more private ownership of shops, businesses, 
and other entrepreneurial efforts, motivating many 
Chinese citizens to work long hours at their private busi-
nesses to “get ahead.” The only classless societies are a few 
small hunter-gatherer groups that have no extra resources 
that would allow some members to accumulate wealth.

Who do you think makes more money, Leonardo DiCaprio (here at the 
Oscars) or these emergency personnel? What does this imply about 
the structural-functionalist argument that societies motivate (through 
higher salaries) individuals to prepare for and occupy the most 
critically important and challenging positions?
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