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poor exam results. The reality is that too many poor

youngsters living in our inner cities and outer-council

estates are living in overcrowded conditions, where

there is little space to do homework and many lack

computers – what the experts call ‘digital exclusion’.

Sadly, in some workless households there is a lack of

parental interest, and a deeply ingrained ‘anti-learning

culture’, though amongst more aspirational working-

class communities both white and BME this appears

to be slowly breaking down, both across Newcastle

and in urban areas across the region. Of course, the

fact remains that middle-class parents possess the

‘cultural capital’ to get their kids onto the educational

and career ladder. Many can afford to follow unpaid

internships in attractive careers such as journalism or

public relations.

    Locally, Newcastle City Council has recently

established the Newcastle Learning Challenge, made

up of head-teachers, school governors, the universities,

business, the ‘third sector’ and Newcastle College.

This consortium is collating empirical evidence from a

wide range of expertise and experience, with a report

due out at the end of the summer capturing some

emerging thinking about how the ‘attainment gap’ can

be addressed here.

A
mongst several experts there’s been a long-

standing debate as to the form that the

national power structure takes in

contemporary Britain. Pluralist writers have been

arguing for years that power is diffused throughout

society, and that no one group predominates. Dahl,

the American political scientist, adopted this view.

He wrote ‘that there are a number of loci for arriving

at political decisions; that business, trade unions,

politicians, farmers, voters and many other

aggregates all have an impact on policy outcomes’.

However, since the sixties a number of Marxist

theorists have rejected this thesis. During this period

of student revolt and societal upheaval, Marxists

argued that the pluralist-democratic view of politics

and society was wrong. They argued that a single

group was and is dominant within society over other

groups. One such advocate was the late Ralph

Miliband, father of David and Ed, who in his

influential book The State in Capitalist Society

attempted to remedy the deficiencies of the pluralist

view of the state. He accepted Marx’s view that the

state is ‘but a committee for managing the common

affairs of the whole bourgeoisie’. Although this may

be a crude conception, Miliband went on to argue

that modern democracies are regimes in which an

economically dominant class rules.

    Some years later this view was shared by

Westergaard. Although he accepts that there is an

identifiable cohesive ruling group, composed of a

business elite and others from a similar class

background, he went on to say that power need not

be revealed in conscious decision-making, but rather

in the uneventful routine of life, and the

    To reverse this trend on a national level, central

government needs to abide by the Child Poverty Act,

brought in by the Labour government in 2010 to

minimise inequalities and eradicate child poverty by

2020, as recommended by the Milburn Report this year.

Educational Achievement Zones, committed to

compensatory schooling, including breakfast clubs in

poor neighbourhoods, introduced by the last Labour

government, need to be restored, and Sure Start

programmes aimed at deprived pre-school children

under five and their parents need to be safeguarded.

Most schools and colleges in Newcastle are doing

their best, with able and dedicated teachers, with an

emphasis on inclusive learning, but they can’t

compensate for the iniquities of a class-divided city

and region. If we’re serious about raising the attainment

levels of disadvantaged youngsters, central government

must adopt public policies to bring about  a fairer and

more equal society.

    Contrary to popular belief, then, social class hasn’t

vanished. It’s alive and well. As Christine Skelton, in

her book Schooling the Boys, says, it is social class,

not gender, that affects overall educational

performance, both in Newcastle and elsewhere in the

North East.

Stephen Lambert

Is there a ‘ruling class’?
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consequences of decisions, such that the existence

in Britain of vast inequalities of all kinds indicates a

power structure favourable to capitalism.

    In this article I wish to develop and explore the

arguments of theorists who claim that a ruling-class

exists, and prove that their thesis is at fault and

unproven. I’ll attempt to demonstrate that an

examination of exclusive socio-educational

backgrounds and inequalities, amongst other

issues, doesn’t suggest that there’s a ruling-class

acting in its own interests.

    In an epilogue which he added to his book

Equality (1952), R. H. Tawney suggested that post-

war social democratic reform brought in by Labour

had produced notable advances ‘towards the

conversion of a class-ridden society into a

community in fact as well as name’. However, Scott,

in his book Who Rules Britain? argues that this isn’t

the case. According to Scott, the economic and

political dominance of a tiny group of individuals is

as strongly rooted in society now as it was seventy

odd years ago. The top one per cent of the

population own about 30 per cent of the total

personal wealth. Despite the welfare state, there’s

been little redistribution of income and wealth. What

redistribution has taken place has been confined to

the top five per cent of the population. As Scott

notes: ‘it seems therefore that what redistribution

there has been is not between the rich and the poor,

but between the rich and the rich’.

    In a capitalist country, one of the key forms of

wealth is capital ownership, particularly share-

holdings in companies. Although figures are scarce,

it’s been estimated that the top five per cent own 98

per cent of privately held corporate stocks and

shares. Persistent inequalities of wealth, however,

are insufficient to show the existence of a ruling

class. Some right-wing thinkers such as Saunders

believe that classes are inevitable and that authority

based on natural inequality must be exercised by a

ruling class. Some people are aware of this and few

recognise it as a pressing problem. Most people

compare their living standards within their own

reference group, and, according to Runciman, these

standards have improved since 1945.

    To support their thesis, Westergaard and Scott

examine the composition of elites, their class and

educational backgrounds. Verifying much of

Guttsman’s earlier work, these authors tell us that

85 per cent of bishops in the Anglican Church are of

public school origin, and 81 per cent of judges are

too. Looking at the civil service, parliament and

industry, they find the same characteristics. Elite

positions in most sectors of society continue to be

heavily dominated by people with privileged

backgrounds. Many still come from public schools

and Oxbridge, and this trend has remained stable.

Kinship relations remain important.

    Yet it has been argued by others that there are

serious weakness in this approach. The fact that

bankers and Tory prime ministers come from the

same socio-educational background doesn’t say

what they do with that power – assuming they have

some in the first place. Does the background of

decision-makers affect their decisions and the

outcome of those decisions?

    Accepting that a public school background does

shape decision-making, Saunders argues that

inequality of natural ability will always allow some

people to rise ahead of others and form a group that

will play a lead role in society. He goes on to say

that some degree of inheritance of skills or attitudes

is inevitable and can be to the advantage of society.

The son or daughter of a successful businessperson

is bound to acquire knowledge and experience that

will confer advantages in the next generation.

However, this need not favour the notion of a ruling

class.

    Noted Marxist scholars maintain that the

persistence of acute inequalities in both wealth and

material condition is the product of capitalist power.

Although power is an obscure phenomenon, they

locate it within an elite - or several elites – who

make decisions. Yet they maintain that this need

not be seen as positioned within the context of

decision-making but simply in the routine of

everyday life. The radical left argues that the

prevailing socio-economic system – capitalism –

with its social mechanisms and assumptions is

taken for granted by the mass of the population.

Within capitalist Britain, those mechanisms and

assumptions are accepted by the bulk of the

population and determine their living standards. Very

rarely is the power of capital challenged outright,

and when it is, conflict is institutionalised through

trades unions and parliament. Labour therefore

accepts this ‘cultural hegemony’ and experiences

‘false consciousness’, having been lulled by the

fruits of capitalism in the form of TVs, smart phones

and other consumer durables. As Westergaard

noted: ‘Capital with its associates is still the

effective ruling interest’.

    It’s only relevant to assume that there is a

‘capitalist class’ if a powerful state apparatus exists.

However, left-wing academics such as Perry

Anderson and Tom Nairn have maintained that in the

aftermath of the English civil war the bourgeoisie

failed to develop a powerful state machine. So

although Britain has a capitalist structure, an

‘establishment of power’ and at present, of course, a

Conservative government, one thing is certain: it

doesn’t have a ruling or capitalist class.


