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1 For details see Muñoz de Bustillo and Esteve (2022). 



 

a so-called 

sociological or mechanism-based class

                                              

 

2 Perhaps, it could be argued that there is an economic difference between these two individuals. Adopting a 

Beckerian approach to time allocation (Becker, 1965), although both individuals have the same income, the one who 

gets this income as an earned income has less time to consume than the one who gets his /her money as a non-

earned income. So, instead of using the level of monetary income to classify people in economic social classes, a 

sounder approach would require using the full income (that is, including the monetization of peopleõs time). 



 

                                              

 

3 In the sense that it can be a very illustrative and intuitive way of informing about inequality at a low cost 
4 It must be stressed that the approach followed in the text is radically empirical, not theoretical. Obviously, as it 
is said below, there is another way to address the problem: the so-called mechanism based way, the usual way 
of, first, constructing a theory of defining economic classes that it is used to classify the individuals, previously to 



 

.

                                              

 

their levels of income, as belonging to some social class, and then use that theory to group the individuals in 
these theoretically defined classes hoping that people in the same classes will have similar incomes.    



 

 

                                              

 

5 This is the standard or general accepted evolutionary approach in economic anthropology (see for instance, 
Boehm, 1999, and Flannery and Marcus, 2014). Graeber and Wengrow (2021) have tried to offer a radical 
alternative to this evolutionary approach in which hunter gatherers societies were not ecological, political and 
economically constrained to be classless but they were, even in prehistoric times and conditions, unconstrained 
and free to choose to be class or classless. 



 

 

                                              

 

6 This also applies to other hunter and gatherer groups that l ive in hard climates or insecure ecological 
environments that do not allow a reasonable confidence in getting enough food in the future, forcing them to 
develop ways to accumulate means of subsistence for the harder days.  
7 For instance, among the WǳκΩƘƻŀƴǎƛ from the Kalahari, envy, jealousy and mockery are the means to ensure that 
everyone gets their fŀƛǊ ǎƘŀǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ǎǳǊǇƭǳǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ άŘŜǎƛǊŜǎέ ƻŦ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ 
(much) more than the rest and could do it, put them down or repress them (Suzman, 2017) 
8 Sexual/gender differences aside. 
9 An important question that we will not address in these pages is why, how, and when immediate return 
economies gave way to surplus/delayed return economies and so, sooner or later, became economically 
stratified class societies. The development of agriculture and war are factors to be considered (see, for instance, 
the popular accounts of these questions in Diamond,1999, Scott, 2017, and Turchin, 2015)    
10 To be honest, it is necessary to say that all social anthropologists that use the neoclassical economic theory as 
the conceptual basis to understand the economy do not accept the surplus approach. For an example of a clear 
rebuttal to the surplus concept from an important author see Pearson (1957), for a counter- rebuttal, see 
Godelier (1966, Ch. 3)   



 

                                              

 

11 Neoclassical economists use the term surplus in two completely unrelated ways to the one social 
anthropologist consider: the consumer surplus and the producer (economic rent) surplus, referring in the first 
case  to the difference between the actual price paid by the consumer and the price the consumer would be 
willing to pay in the first case, and to the difference between the price received by the produced and the price 
at which the producer would be will ing to supply a given quantity of a good or service, in the second. To 
neoclassical economists, the very idea of an economic real surplus is absurd, as the assumption of marginal 
decreasing returns applied to all production factors in a constant returns production function implies that no 
product remains after the factors of production get their marginal product as remuneration for their participation 
in the production process. A surplus can only rise in the particular cases in which the production function presents 
increasing scale returns.    
12 The so-called Monthly Review School.  
13 See Carter (2011) for a brief but complete account of the surplus approach from an economic perspective.  
14 So, the proposed definition of economic surplus stands between the real and potential ones. It would be higher 
than the real one to the extent that the effective consumption a society does is usually higher than the necessary 
one to reproduce itself, and it is lower than the potential one because the real social output is always less than 
the potential one, since in all societies there are production factors not fully employed or misused for different 
social, political or technological reasons (spare capacity, unproductive workers, workers dedicated to 
compensate negative externalities, etc.).   
15 hōǾƛƻǳǎƭȅΣ ǘƘƛǎ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŀƪƛƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ άǎƛƳǇƭŜ ǊŜǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴέ ŜŎƻnomy analysed by Marx in the second volume 
of Capital. 
16 Lƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƻǊŘǎΣ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ά.ŀǊŀƴ ǊŀǘƛƻέΣ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǇƻǊǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ǎǳǊǇƭǳǎ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛǾŜ 
capacity of the economy (Xu, 2019), grows.  
17 ¢Ƙŀǘ ŎƻǊǊŜǎǇƻƴŘǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ άŜȄǇŀƴŘŜŘ ǊŜǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴέ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅ ƛƴ aŀǊȄΩǎ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎΦ 



 

                                              

 

18 When calculating the economic surplus, a more complete way of proceeding would have to take into account 
the incomes from property of foreign national in the economy and the incomes from property of nationals in 
foreign economies, so instead of GDP we should use GNP (Gross National Product) as the product of a society in 
a given period.  
19 Understood in a wide way, i.e., including in it the residential buildings and other long duration consumer goods 
20 In D there would also be included all the expenses necessary to face, correct or compensate the ecological 
problems caused by the production processes. 
21 Here, looking for simplicity, the indirect taxes will not be considered.   
22 This way of proceeding, excluding taxes and all public expenditures in calculating the private economic surplus 
is far away from being an innocent choice. It assumes that all the people profit equally from the public 
ŜȄǇŜƴŘƛǘǳǊŜǎΦ .ǳǘΣ ǿƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ŦƛǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǇƻƭƛŎŜ ŘŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘǎ ǘƻ ƘƻƳŜƭŜǎǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΚ ²ƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǊƻŀŘǎ 
ǘƻ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ƻǿƴ ŀ ŎŀǊΚ ²ƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŜȄǇŜƴŘƛǘǳǊŜ ƛƴ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΚ 
In consequence, a more nuanced analysis would require considering that the public expenditure in consumption 
and investment benefits differentially to different people depending on its income and wealth level and would 
ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ŀǎ ŀƴ ƛƳǇƭƛŎƛǘ ǘǊŀƴǎŦŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ƛƳǇǳǘŜŘ ŀǎ ŀƴ ŜȄǘǊŀ άƛƴŎƻƳŜέ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀŘŘŜŘ 
to the private disposable income of the individuals. Correspondently, the depreciation of public capital and an 
estimation of non-essential public consumption would have to be added to the depreciation of private capital 
and to the essential private consumption, to correctly estimate the economic surplus.      



 

                                              

 

23 And for this reason, the essential consumption is higher than the subsistence wage that classical and Marxist 
economists conceived. For Adam Smith, Ricardo and Marx, the subsistence wage must allow the working class 
to reproduce itself. In the best-known definition, that from Marx, the subsistence wage must allow workers to 
produce again the commodity the workers sell: their labour force. But the essential consumption here considered 
would be higher than the social subsistence wage, as it also includes the income necessary to satisfy other needs 
(cultural, expressive), as well as the consumption required to live a decent life for other people besides workers.    
24 This kind of measure will tend to grossly overestimate the EC when labour incomes exceed essential 
ŎƻƴǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǳƴƛƻƴǎΩ ōŀǊƎŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǇƻǿŜǊΣ Ŧǳƭƭ ŜƳǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘΣ ǇǊƻ-labour 
ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎΣ Χ   
25 Using the average income level would also means that the EC would depend on demographic factors. For 
instance, a higher population with the same level of aggregate income, as it translates in a decrease in the 
average income, would mean that l iving a decent life would require less income. Additionally, when the average 
income is considered the essential consumption, the very notion of an economic surplus disappears. 
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26 So that the (1- h ) part of the people would be assumed that do not save or invest.  
27 ά!ƴƻǘƘŜǊ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ƛǎ ǘƻ ŀǇǇǊƻȄƛƳŀǘŜ ǎǳǊǇƭǳǎ ǳǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǇ ƛƴŎƻƳŜ ǎƘŀǊŜΦ LŦ ǿŜ ŀǎǎǳƳŜ ǘƘŀǘΣ ƛƴ ŜǾŜǊȅ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΣ 
the essential consumption level is around the medium income level, then the share of the top 10 percent of 
national income could serve as an estimated measure of the difference between national income and essential 
consumptionτthe surplus. This approach also comes with potentially skewing tendencies. For example, if 
income distribution is extremely unequal, then a top 10 percent income share could overstate the surplus. If 
income distribution tends to be very equal, then a top 10 percent share will underestimate the size of the surplus. 
Stil l, top income shares provide useful information and can serve as a cross-ŎƘŜŎƪ ƳŜǘƘƻŘέ ό{ǳΣ нлмфΥноύΦ 
28 Looking for an unique index of income and inequality that can be used to rank countries, Shaikh and Ragab 
(2007) find thaǘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŎƻƳŜ ǇŜǊ ŎŀǇƛǘŀ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άǾŀǎǘ ƳŀƧƻǊƛǘȅέ ό±aLύ  όǘƘŜ ул҈ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴύ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ōŜǎǘ 
indicator to synthetize in an only number the average income AND the unequal total income distribution after 
taking into account that incomes are distributed differently depending on their type: an exponential Lorentz 
distribution for wages and a Pareto distribution for property incomes.     
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29 It is, when the growth rate of ɻ plus the rate of economic growth of the disposable income is higher than the 
rate of growth in the total consumption: (1/ɻ) d/dt (ɻ ύ Ҍ όмκ¸D) d/dt (YD) > (1/C) d/dt (C).  



 

 



 



 

  



 

Denomination 
Consumption criteria Income criteria Class Subclass 

Lower Class LC 
Lower-low Ci < C* Yi < Ci < Y* 

Upper-low Ci Җ C* Ci < Yi < Y* 

Middle Class MC 

Low-middle Ci < C* C* < Yi < Y* 

Middle-middle Ci > C* Ci < Yi Җ Y* 

Upper-middle Ci > C* Yi > Y* 

High Class HC 
Lower-high Ci > Y*> C* Yi < CN (max) 

Upper-high Ci > Y*> C* Yi > CN (max) 
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30 In this point, a model with only three classes will be considered. It can easily be generalized to the more 
complete one with seven classes.  



 

   

                                              

 

31 In a generalized model with subclasses, the LL and UL classes are not in a class war between them, but they 
are in opposition, even the case they are winning their common class struggle against the other classes if their 
in-between relative shares vary. In that case, they will be getting a higher share of the economic surplus but the 
distribution between them of the gained income would not be equal. 
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32 And even the ideal or subjectively desired social class structure. 
33 The National Statistics Socio-economic classification (Office for National Statistics). 
34 There is also a generalized biased perception of a higher social class mobility (upward and downward) than 
the real one. 
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35 And so its theoretical validity would depend on the pertinence of the Marxian economic analysis. And the 
same it will happen with all the deductive approaches. 
36 As it usually happens in social sciences, by the way. 



 

 

 

 

                                              

 

37 Three decades earlier Rothschild (1971) edited a book in the Penguin collection Modern Economics Readings 
on Power in Economics, with the intention ƻŦ ŜƴŘƛƴƎ άǘƘŜ ƛƳƳǳƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎǎ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜ 
ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ǊŀƛǎŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ƻŦ ǇƻǿŜǊέΦ !ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŀōƻǾŜ ǉǳƻǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊΣ ƛǘ ǎŜŜƳǎ ǘƘŀǘΣ 
unfortunately, nothing has changed much in this regard. Although it is fair to cite here as a solitary exception the 
text of Adam Ozanne (2016), who tries to redefine the old Social Welfare Function as a political economy function 
through which the power concept could be introduced in neoclassical analysis. The approach misses the point in 
our opinion because it is conceptually difficult to use any concept of power different to bargaining power concept 
in a way of seeing the economic relationships centred in free exchanges between individuals. Power then must 
be considered being present in non-free exchanges or in externalities. 
38 For an analysis of the power theory of Galbraith see Kesting (2005). 

John K. Galbraith

Condign power, based upon threat.

Compensatory power, based upon reward, 
"the purchase of sumision in one form or 
another". Exercised by property

Conditioned power, exercised by changing 
beliefs, i.e., persuasion, education, or the 
social commitments to what seems natural. 

Kenneth Boulding

Destructive power, advance by 
means of threat. 

Productive power, advance by 
means of exchange. 

Integrative power, advance by 
means of love. 



 

                                              

 

39 As it happens in wars, the income distribution conflict game may also be a less-than-zero sum game because 
ƛƴ Ƴŀƴȅ ŎƛǊŎǳƳǎǘŀƴŎŜǎ ǘƘŜ άŦƛƎƘǘƛƴƎέ ƻƴ ƛƴŎƻƳŜ ǎƘŀǊŜǎ ǊŜŘǳŎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŎƻƳŜ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ŦƻǊ ŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘŜΦ 



 

 

 




