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Abstract
Class identity is a key mechanism in the explanation of class-based collective action. 
For decades, this was particularly relevant in Latin America, where objective class 
inequality was persistent and there was a long history of collective action, originating 
in the workplace and expressed through unions and labor parties. Despite persistent 
inequalities in the region, since the 1990s scholars increasingly claimed that the 
relation between objective class position and subjective class identification weakened 
significantly, and that class dynamics centered on work were no longer central to explain 
group formation and collective action among the popular sectors. While in countries 
like Argentina scholars have explained these processes by focusing on the effects of the 
de-industrialization of the economy and the informalization of the job market, in Chile 
analysts have done so by emphasizing the growth of the service sector and the emergence 
of a middle-class society where ‘old-fashioned’ working-class identities have become 
irrelevant. This article questions these arguments based on a comparative analysis of 
the relationship between objective class position and subjective class identification in 
Argentina and Chile in 2009. The results show that class still matters. In both countries, 
people with a working-class position or a working-class trajectory are significantly more 
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likely to uphold working-class identity than individuals with a privileged class position or 
trajectory. Surprisingly, the authors’ analysis also demonstrates that the overall rates of 
working-class identification are higher in Chile than in Argentina. The authors explain 
these unexpected results by looking at contemporary class-related phenomena (e.g. 
higher inequality and economic concentration in Chile) and longer-term class dynamics 
(particularly differences stemming from the ‘radical’ party–union configuration in Chile 
and the state-corporatist incorporation of labor in Argentina).
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Is class dead? A view from Latin America

In sociology, the field of class analysis studies class-related causes and consequences of 
social inequality. Regardless of key theoretical differences, both Marxist and Weberian 
scholars agree on a relational concept of class (Goldthorpe, 1982; Wright, 1979; 2005: 
21–27). Accordingly, they see class inequality not as the result of individual attributes 
(e.g. income differences), but rather as the outcome of relations of exploitation and dom-
ination originated in the production process (Marxists) or as the result of market capaci-
ties that create inequality in life-chances (Weberians). In particular, Marxist class analysts 
have emphasized the ways in which objective social classes (originated in the production 
process) are expected to produce similar interests and identities, which are in turn the 
basis for class-based collective action (Wright, 2015).1

From this perspective, class identity (measured in quantitative research as class self-
identification) has been a fundamental dimension in the study of class consciousness and 
class formation. Defined as the subjective meanings through which people identify 
themselves as part of a class (Giddens, 1973; Jackman and Jackman, 1983; Mann, 1973; 
Vanneman and Cannon, 1987), class identity has been conceived as a key factor which 
reinforces the understanding of class interests, as well as a central precondition for class-
based collective action (Steinberg, 1999; Thompson, 1966; Wright, 1997).

In recent decades, class analysis – and by extension the study of the link between 
objective social class, class identity, and collective action – became increasingly ques-
tioned. From different perspectives, scholars argued that class was an outdated category 
and that class analysis obscured rather than clarified the study of inequality and collec-
tive action (Kingston, 2000; Pakulski, 2005). According to these scholars, the demise of 
class-based collective action and class-politics around the world was related, among 
other processes, to the weakening of the causal link between objective class position and 
subjective class identification (Pakulski and Waters, 1996). In other words, it was argued 
that individuals’ location in the class structure was no longer a good predictor of subjec-
tive class identity, and that class identity was no longer relevant to understand patterns of 
social and political conflict (Pakulski, 2001).

In Latin America, the category of class identity has also been in decline as an explana-
tory factor of mobilization and conflict. Since the post-dictatorial period, scholars inter-
ested in the Argentinian case argued that the process of economic liberalization and 
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increasing social fragmentation related to the rise of unemployment and labor informal-
ity had produced the demise of labor movements and class-based politics (Oxhorn, 
1998). Because of this fragmentation, it was contended that the popular sectors2 were 
now organized around neighborhood politics and demands to the state rather than around 
work and class-related issues (Roberts, 2002). In focusing on the case of Chile, some 
authors maintained that in periods of rapid neoliberal development, working-class identi-
ties were also threatened by processes of upward social mobility that have expanded the 
middle class (Ruiz and Boccardo, 2015).

Since the early 2000s, Latin American countries experienced a period of relative 
political stability3 and economic growth which was very different from the crisis-driven 
1980s and 1990s. In this context, the literature contended that popular sector organizing 
did not match the classic labor-centered mobilization of the import substitution industri-
alization (ISI) period (De la Torre and Arnson, 2013: 59; Garretón, 2001). As part of 
these arguments, scholars seemed to agree that the weakening of the causal link between 
objective class position and subjective class identification was a central factor that 
explained the demise of class politics in the region.

In this article, we seek to demonstrate that in spite of the repeated farewell to work-
ing-class identity and politics that appears from time to time in the literature, class con-
tinues to be relevant to explain group identity formation among workers. We do this 
through a comparative study of the relationship between objective class position and 
subjective class identity in Argentina and Chile. The comparison takes into account 
macro-level differences in the way in which the political economy of each country shapes 
patterns of class identity, as well as individual-level determinants of identity associated 
to people’s class position and class trajectories. To do so, we use an approach to class 
analysis that emphasizes the structural aspects of class, i.e. the way in which people’s 
location in structurally defined class positions shapes their material interests, identities, 
and resources and, by extension, defines the material basis for potential class formations 
(Wright, 1997: 394–395). In other words, our study centers more on the analysis of class 
structure and its relations with subjective-level outcomes – particularly class identity – 
than on the analysis of the way in which classes are shaped ‘subjectively’ through, say, 
struggles over the definition of classes (on this, see Aronowitz, 2003; Przewroski, 1977). 
That said, we do not imply that the relationship between class location and class identity 
is simple. In line with the evidence presented throughout this article, we will show that 
such relationship is complex because it is largely mediated through political and socio-
economic factors associated with the historical trajectories of the political economies in 
which they take place (Argentina and Chile in this case).

The findings of the article contradict the strong expectation about the weakening of the 
link between objective class position and subjective class identification in Latin America. 
On the contrary, the evidence suggests that workers in both Argentina and Chile sustain 
oppositional class identities, defined as the existence of levels of identification with the 
working class that are significantly higher for working-class individuals (or people with 
working-class trajectories) than for individuals in privileged class positions (or with privi-
leged class trajectories). Surprisingly, data show that in Chile the levels of working-class 
identification are higher than in Argentina, and that working-class identity permeates even 
some middle-class locations. We explain this anomaly by noting contemporary 
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class-related phenomena such as higher inequality and economic concentration in Chile, 
and longer-term class dynamics associated with Chile’s ‘radical’ party–union configura-
tion developed throughout the twentieth century and the way it differs from the state-
corporatist configuration observed in Argentina.

The puzzling persistence of class identities in Latin 
America

Latin American societies have a long and rich history of working-class collective action 
expressed both in the prevalence of strong working-class identities among workers and 
the political relevance of unions during most of the twentieth century. After the forma-
tion of relatively strong labor movements during the incorporation period of the 1930s 
and 1940s, Latin American workers were key players in the social and political conflicts 
of the region (Collier and Collier, 2002 [1991]; James, 1986). This trend was particularly 
strong during the 1960s and early 1970s, when labor movements and labor parties were 
central actors in historical processes such as the Cordobazo in Argentina and the Cordones 
Industriales in Allende’s Chile (Balvé and Balvé, 2005; Marín, 2003; Winn, 1986).

Until the 1970s, the consensus among scholars of popular sector politics was that the 
subordinated classes were organized and mobilized around class and work-related griev-
ances, which in turn found its political expression in labor-based parties and unions 
(Abós, 1986). However, this picture has been drastically modified since then. It is well 
documented how different dictatorial regimes destroyed the party–union ties forged dur-
ing the ISI period (Drake, 1996). In all Southern Cone countries violent repression aimed 
to de-mobilize labor and impose pro-business economic policies and legislations (Drake, 
1996; Feres, 2009; Gutierrez, 2016; Osorio and Gaudichaud, 2015; Petras and Leiva, 
1994; Winn, 2004).

The processes of economic liberalization and the flexibilization of labor also under-
mined old patterns of class-based collective action, organization, and political represen-
tation. Different scholars have accounted for the decline in unionization rates observed 
since the end of the ISI regime (cf. De la Garza, 2011, 2016; Roberts, 2002; Stillerman 
and Winn, 2007), and some have argued that the expansion of flexible labor relations 
associated with globalization and post-industrial economy significantly erased tradi-
tional working-class identities and interests (Garretón, 2001).

In particular, studies on the dynamics of the political system suggested that a frag-
mented social landscape reduced the interest of party leaders to mobilize a labor constitu-
ency based on strong working-class identities (Roberts, 2002: 27). On the contrary, 
parties organized the popular sectors around political clientelism, which further weak-
ened the political weight of organized labor (Levitsky, 2003). These tendencies were 
particularly relevant in countries like Argentina, where the 1998–2002 crisis resulted in 
an unprecedented growth of unemployment and informal work (Auyero, 2002). In this 
context, it seemed that the collective formation of the popular classes moved away from 
work and unions and was now to be located in the livelihood struggles of the poor such 
as those led by the Unemployed Workers’ Movements (Collier and Handlin, 2009). Thus, 
factors such as working-class identification or union membership were disregarded as 
relevant explanations of identity formation (Svampa, 2000).
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In addition to the weakening of class identities from below, in the last decade some 
authors also maintained that in periods of economic stability or growth strong working-
class identities were also threatened by processes of upward social mobility that have 
expanded the middle class. In particular, in the case of Chile, scholars have argued that 
the dismantling of the industrial sector and the growth of the service economy resulted in 
a middle-class society and the weakening of subjective attachments to the working class 
(León and Martínez, 2007; Ruiz and Boccardo, 2015). They suggested that in spite of 
high levels of inequality, the Chilean class structure fostered consumption-based middle-
class identities that weakened traditional patterns of class struggle (Castillo et al., 2013; 
Espinoza et al., 2013).

In line with this idea, World Bank experts identified the 2000s as the decade of the 
‘middle-class boom’ in the region (Ferreira et al., 2012). They showed that around 30% 
of Latin Americans were now located in the middle class, which represented an impor-
tant growth when compared to past trends. They related these structural changes to the 
fact that the region experienced a reduction in unemployment and a growth of the rela-
tive weight of skilled manual and non-manual occupations within the total workforce 
(CEPAL, 2014: 95). Although there are debates about the real consequences of economic 
growth for the social structure of Latin American societies (Salvia and Chávez Molina, 
2007), the overall trend of poverty reduction in the region is not disputed (CEPAL, 2014).

Since the early 2000s, all Latin American countries have experienced a period of rela-
tive political stability and economic growth. In this new context, the scholarly consensus 
around the demise of working-class politics and identity has not been challenged. 
Although in some countries such as Argentina scholars have identified a process of labor 
revitalization and union-based collective action (Elbert, 2017a; Senén Gonzalez and Del 
Bono, 2013; Varela, 2015), the literature on popular sector politics still notes that the 
making of populist movements and multi-class parties during the so-called ‘progressive 
cycle’ departed from exclusive labor demands (Roberts, 2013; Schamis, 2013).

In summary, the golden years of strong working-class identities and collective action 
in the region are thought to be over because workers’ class identities have been eroded 
both upwards through processes of social mobility and downwards through patterns of 
labor market informalization. In this explanatory framework, the literature assumes that 
the link between objective class position and subjective class identification in contempo-
rary Latin America has significantly weakened. In other words, if patterns of class-based 
collective action, organization and political representation have been severely eroded, 
we would expect class identities to weaken as well.

However, recent data contradict this strong expectation. In Argentina, recent research 
has shown a correspondence between objective class position and class self-identifica-
tion, with a relative prevalence of working-class and lower-class identities among work-
ing-class individuals (Elbert, 2017b; Jorrat, 2008). On the other hand, recent research on 
Chile has suggested that despite the weakness of organized labor, class position is still a 
significant determinant of class consciousness, and that working-class identities and 
interests are prevalent among blue-collar and white-collar workers alike (Pérez-
Ahumada, 2017).

What explains the puzzling persistence of working-class identities in a context where 
class-based politics has been eroded? What are the structural and sociopolitical processes 
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that allow for persistent working-class identities in the context of weakened working-class 
politics? In this article, we aim to address this puzzle through a comparative analysis of the 
determinants of subjective class identification in Argentina and Chile based on the Marxist 
class schema proposed in the work of Erik Olin Wright (1985). Unlike research focused on 
one single society, this comparative analysis is helpful to assess how different class-related 
phenomena (e.g. national differences in the size and composition of the working class, dif-
ferent patterns of social mobility) as well as sociopolitical processes (e.g. differences in the 
power of labor parties and in labor’s capacity to promote labor-friendly policies) explain 
national patterns of working-class identity as well as their variations.

The causal link between objective class position and 
subjective class identity

Research on the relationship between objective class position and class identity occupies 
a central place in the study of the subjective implications of class inequality (Giddens, 
1973; Jackman and Jackman, 1983; Mann, 1973; Vanneman and Cannon, 1987). In 
referring to the set of subjective meanings through which people define themselves as 
part of a class – i.e. as playing a distinct role in common with others in the productive 
process (Mann, 1973: 13) – class identity is considered a basic precondition for more 
complex measures of class consciousness (e.g. perception of class conflict, recognition 
of oppositional interests, support for class-based collective action).

In this article, we define class identity as the subjective meanings through which people 
define ‘who is similar to and who is different from themselves, who are their potential 
friends and potential enemies within the economic system’ (Wright, 1997: 396). We con-
tend that class identity is a central mechanism through which class structures shape the 
possibilities of class formations. Class structure defines not only material interests and the 
resources available for classes to build alliances, but also the lived experiences that shape 
class identities. These identities are central because they reinforce the understanding of 
common interests and act as a basis for forging class formations (Wright, 1997: 395–396). 
Thus, we sustain that class identity, defined as the most basic level of class consciousness, 
constitutes the precondition for class-based action (Giddens, 1973; Mann, 1973).

The link between class identity and class action is a central component of both the pro-
cessual and the structural approach to class (Pérez-Ahumada, 2014; Wright and Shin, 1988). 
The processual perspective focuses on the manner in which class experiences – shared by 
people during day-to-day productive relations – create a sense of commonality expressed in 
cultures, traditions, institutions, and values (Thompson, 1966). On the other hand, the struc-
tural approach to class focuses on the study of class through people’s location in relations of 
exploitation and the objective material interests which stem from this location (Sautu, 2011; 
Wright, 1985). Consequently, this approach defines class consciousness as awareness of 
material interests (Wallace and Junisbai, 2003; Wright and Shin, 1988) and considers sub-
jective class identity as a key mechanism which reinforces the perception of those interests 
(Wallace and Junisbai, 2003; Western, 1999; Wright and Shin, 1988).

Some scholars have recently attempted to integrate both perspectives into the same 
research agenda. These scholars have studied the effects of class trajectories (as an indi-
cator of class experiences) and class location on class identity and interests (Wright and 
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Shin, 1988). This article follows this line of research through a study of the effect of 
objective class position and past class trajectories – particularly biographical and work 
trajectories – on subjective class identification in Argentina and Chile.

To pursue our analysis of the structural determinants of class identity at the micro 
level, we develop a definition of objective class position that uses a modified version of 
Wright’s (1997) class schema. According to Wright, the fundamental locations in the 
class structure are derived from the distinction between those who own the means of 
production (employers and self-employed) and those who do not (employees). Among 
the latter, Wright (1997: 80–87) identifies contradictory locations occupied by individu-
als who have authority and/or skilled assets within the production process (experts, man-
agers, and supervisors). The remaining location is the working class, which includes 
skilled and unskilled workers.

In addition to the class locations previously mentioned (small employers, petty bour-
geoisie, experts, managers, supervisors, and workers), we add to the schema the informal 
petty bourgeoisie location (Portes, 1985; Portes and Hoffman, 2003). The reason for this 
is that in Latin America, many self-employed individuals are either employed or self-
employed in the informal economy (Klein and Tokman, 2000; Tokman, 2000). Therefore, 
the group of self-employed is socially heterogeneous because it includes highly skilled 
and formal occupations on one hand, and irregular activities of own-account workers 
engaged in survival activities on the other (PREALC, 1978). In our schema, the first 
group is located in the formal petty bourgeoisie, while the latter composes the informal 
self-employed. While the first one is part of the privileged classes, the latter is a faction 
of the subordinated classes.

The structural explanation for this division is to be found in the characteristics of capi-
talism in Latin America, that lead to the coexistence of modes of production in the region, 
through the combination of a core capitalist sector with the unregulated and small-scale 
production of commodities. Following Portes, we define an informal economic activity 
as a process of income generation that is unregulated by the institutions of society 
(Castells and Portes, 1989: 12). In terms of the class structure of Latin American socie-
ties, Portes shows that individuals employed in the informal economy are fully integrated 
in the class structure of Latin American societies4 (Portes, 1985; Portes and Hoffman, 
2003). Taking into account the process of informalization of the economy in Latin 
America since the late 1970s, any study of the relationship between objective class posi-
tion and subjective class identity has to take into account the particularities of these 
social positions. In particular, the existence of a group of workers that are self-employed 
in the informal economy raises the question of whether or not they identify themselves 
as part of the working class. In fact, the literature suggests that the fragmentation of the 
popular sectors in structural terms has contributed to the weakening of the working 
class’s capacity to organize and mobilize the forces of resistance.

Class and politics in Argentina and Chile

Argentina and Chile are good cases for a comparative study of the relationship between 
class structure and patterns of class identity. Since the ‘incorporation period’ in the 1930s 
and 1940s (Collier and Collier, 2002 [1991]: 22), the two countries represented two 
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divergent pathways of labor mobilization. In Argentina, the labor movement has been 
historically strong and with close ties to the Peronist political party. Since the 1940s, 
Argentine workers have enjoyed strong protections to their right to unionize and bargain 
at the industry-wide level. In Chile, in contrast, unionism has been comparatively weaker. 
Although the first labor code enacted in 1931 provided significant protections for indi-
vidual workers, it promoted the development of weak and fragmented workers’ organiza-
tions (Angell, 1972; Marshall, 2005). Despite their weakness, unions managed to become 
powerful political actors through their links with leftist parties, especially the Communist 
Party and the Socialist Party (Angell, 1972).

During the military dictatorships, both countries also exhibited important differences. 
In Chile, the systematic repression of the left and the labor movement and the successful 
neoliberal restructuring carried out by the military regime (1973–1990) significantly 
weakened the collective action capacities of the working class (Etchemendy, 2004). 
Although the Argentine working class was equally repressed during the 1976–1983 dic-
tatorship, labor was able to resist a full neoliberal restructuration (Cook, 2007; Drake, 
1996). Recent data for Chile show that during the last 25 years unionization rates have 
never surpassed the peak of the 18% observed at the beginning of the democratic transi-
tion in 1991. The same data indicate that only 8% of the Chilean labor force is engaged 
in some type of collective bargaining (Durán, 2013). The weakness of the labor move-
ment in Chile is also expressed in its incapacity to affect policy reforms. This explains 
why the main pillars of the dictatorial pro-business labor code (the 1979 Labor Plan) 
remain intact (Cook, 2007; Feres, 2009).

Unlike Chile, in Argentina the full adoption of neoliberal policies occurred in a post-
dictatorial, democratic context, which allowed for the maintenance of relevant organiza-
tional assets for the labor movement even in a context of high unemployment and labor 
informality (Cook, 2007; Murillo, 2001). Although Argentine unions managed to defend 
the basis of their institutional power (Murillo, 2001) and unionization rates in the country 
remained relatively high (Marticorena, 2014: 93), since the 1990s the labor movement 
has lost its traditional political influence.

The main reason for this is that the neoliberal program in Argentina was implemented 
by a Peronist government which downplayed class identities and loosened its ties to 
traditional trade union constituencies (Levitsky, 2003). The full implementation of neo-
liberalism produced sky-rocketing labor informality and unemployment, which further 
weakened the labor movement and traditional class-based politics. In fact, during the 
1998–2002 crisis the country was the best example of how popular sector politics have 
moved away from unions and into social movements and neighborhoods as a way to 
fight the social consequences of neoliberalism (Auyero, 2002).

The social and economic crisis that marked the end of the neoliberal experiment in 
the region gave birth to a new wave of left-oriented governments that contested the 
neoliberal orthodoxy with different degrees of polarization and success (Roberts, 
2013). In general, the wave of leftist governments that came to power in Latin America 
in the late 1990s and 2000s restored some of the social welfare programs previously 
eliminated and enjoyed a period of relative economic growth and political stability that 
has been defined as the ‘progressive cycle’ in the region. Although some of these new 
regimes recuperated the memory of classical forms of populism, different analysts 
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point out that they ‘did not readily construct party organizations around labor unions 
or other mass-based civic associations’ like classical populist examples (Roberts, 
2013: 59–60). This is true even for the Argentine case, where the 2000s showed a pat-
tern of labor revitalization and spiking labor conflicts but the Peronist party has not 
given unions a relevant place in the ruling coalition.

At the end of the ‘progressive cycle’, Argentina and Chile exhibit interesting con-
trasts regarding patterns of inequality and social mobility. In Argentina the Gini index 
dropped from 53.8 in 2002 to 42.3 in 2013,5 and since the collapse of neoliberalism 
there have been greater chances of upward intergenerational class mobility (Dalle, 
2016). By contrast, with a Gini index that has never fallen below 48.0, Chile can be 
described not only as a highly unequal country, but also a society characterized by 
very high levels of ‘social closure’ at the top of the class structure (Aguilar, 2011; 
Espinoza and Núñez, 2014; Wormald and Torche, 2004). This class structure is now 
less fluid – i.e. less open to intergenerational class social mobility – than before 
(Espinoza and Núñez, 2014).

Finally, Argentina and Chile are interesting to compare because the recent transfor-
mations of their class structures have given rise to different arguments regarding the 
class identity of the working class. Whereas in Argentina scholars explain the weak-
ening of working-class identities as a result of the fragmentation of the working class 
associated with the growth of informal work and unemployment in the 1990s (Svampa 
and Pereyra, 2003), in Chile such a weakening is explained as the result of the expan-
sion of the middle class over the last 30 years (León and Martínez, 2007; Ruiz and 
Boccardo, 2015).

Data and methods

This article analyzes data from subsamples6 of two national surveys applied to probabil-
ity samples of the population (18 and older) in Argentina and Chile in 2009, as part of the 
International Social Survey Programme: Social Inequality IV (ISSP Research Group, 
2017). (See Table 1 for a description of the datasets.)

The same ISSP questionnaire was applied in all countries incorporated in the survey. 
This common questionnaire includes the basic questions used to operationalize our 
dependent variable of interest (class identity) as well as relevant explanatory variables 
(class position and class trajectories).7

Table 1.  Descriptions of datasets.

Survey characteristics Argentina Chile

Year 2008–2009 2009
Respondent Individual Individual
Sample size 1032 1237
Geographic coverage National National
Age of respondents 18 + 18 +
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Dependent variable

Class identity was measured through the standard survey question on class self-identifi-
cation. Respondents were asked to identify the class they believed they belong to. The 
categories of response were the following: upper class, upper-middle class, middle class, 
lower-middle class, working class, and lower class. We recoded the class identity varia-
ble into a dichotomous variable. The first category (named ‘working class’) includes 
those respondents who identify themselves with the working class, lower-middle class, 
and lower class. The remaining categories (middle class, upper-middle class, and upper 
class) were recoded as ‘middle class’. We decided to do so because recent research sug-
gests that in countries like Chile (and probably in Argentina as well) workers tend to use 
the concepts of ‘working class’, ‘lower class’, and ‘lower-middle class’ interchangeably 
to draw a line between themselves and those who are ‘really middle-class’ (Pérez-
Ahumada, 2017).8

Independent variables

Class position is measured through a modified version of Wright’s (1997) class scheme. 
We use a nine-class location scheme that distinguishes between property owner and sala-
ried class positions. Within the former, we separate small employers (property owners 
with 2 or more employees) from the petty bourgeoisie (property owners with 0–1 
employees).9 In Latin America, many self-employed individuals who do not hire the 
labor force of others are actually disguised workers who are either employed or self-
employed in the informal sector (Klein and Tokman, 2000; Tokman, 2000). Therefore, 
we follow widespread definitions of informal work in Latin America (PREALC, 1978) 
and create a category of ‘informal self-employed’ to distinguish between unskilled and 
semi-skilled self-employed workers (i.e. self-employed with incomplete tertiary educa-
tional level or less) and the ‘truly’ petit bourgeois (independent, high-skilled workers).

Within the salaried population we distinguish class locations on the basis of the posses-
sion of skill and authority assets. Skills levels are measured through the combination of the 
occupational titles included in the two-digit ISCO-1988 codes and educational levels. In 
doing so, we create three categories: experts, skilled workers, and unskilled workers. Data 
limitations prevent us from constructing the full authority dimension such as suggested by 
Wright (1997: 74–90). Thus, we only analyze authority levels through a crude distinction 
between employees with authority (managers or supervisors) and employees without 
authority (which form the skilled and unskilled working class). In total, we use six salaried 
class positions: expert managers, expert without authority, skilled managers/supervisors, 
unskilled supervisors, skilled workers, and unskilled workers.

In summary, we use a modified version of Wright’s schema which includes nine 
class positions: (1) small employers, (2) formal petty bourgeoisie, (3) expert managers, 
(4) experts, (5) skilled managers/supervisors, (6) unskilled supervisors, (7) skilled 
workers, (8) unskilled workers, and (9) informal self-employed. In part of the analysis 
we grouped the nine class positions of the original schema into two groups: the ‘privi-
leged class locations’, which include positions 1 to 6 and the subordinated or ‘unprivi-
leged class locations’ which include positions 7, 8, and 9. The reasoning behind these 
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groupings is that the ‘privileged class locations’ are in possession of different types of 
assets that locates them in a privileged position in the social structure (means of pro-
duction, skills, and/or authority). This group includes what other class schemas define 
as the ‘elites’ or ‘capitalist class’ as well as different factions of the ‘middle class’. On 
the other hand, the ‘unprivileged class locations’ include those exploited and domi-
nated in the point of production (skilled and unskilled workers) as well as the informal 
self-employed, which the literature defines as part of the ‘subordinated classes’ of 
Latin America (Collier and Handlin, 2009).

Along with class position, the two other class-related variables are class origin and 
respondents’ first job. In both cases, data allow us to construct variables with four cate-
gories: ‘privileged (middle-class, petit bourgeois or bourgeois)’,10 ‘informal self-
employed’, ‘skilled working class’, and ‘unskilled working class’ class origin or first job. 
These variables are particularly helpful to analyze the impact of biographical and work 
trajectories on class self-identification.

Methods and hypotheses

In this article we analyze the impact of class position and class trajectories on class identity 
through descriptive statistical techniques and logistic regression models. In line with previ-
ous research on class identity (Pérez-Ahumada, 2014), in the models we also include soci-
odemographic controls such as gender (1 = female, 0 = male), age (in years), marital status 
(1 = married or live-in partner, 0 = other), and employment sector (1 = private, 0 = public).

Based on the discussion on class identity and the political economy trajectories of 
both countries noted above, the following hypotheses guide our analysis:

H1: In both countries, the chances of upholding working-class self-identification 
should be higher among people located in the working class and the informal self-
employed class than among people in privileged class locations (salaried middle class 
and property owner class positions).

H2: At a macro-level, we expect that the identification with the working class will be 
higher in Argentina than in Chile as a result of a more powerful labor movement and 
more pro-worker labor institutions that existed before, during, and after the 
dictatorships.

H3: In both countries, the identification with the working class should decrease as we 
move from individuals with class trajectories in the working class (biographical and/
or work-related trajectories) to individuals with privileged class trajectories.

Results

Table 2 presents the levels of working-class self-identification according to class loca-
tion in Argentina and Chile. Data show that the relationship between objective location 
and subjective identification is statistically significant in both countries (χ2, p < .000).

This evidence supports our Hypothesis 1 about the correspondence between objective 
class position and subjective class identification in both countries. The only exception is 
the surprisingly high levels of working-class identification among the small employers 
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and the formal petty bourgeoisie in Chile (71% and 60% respectively). This might reflect 
the tenuous barriers that exist in Chile between self-employment and salaried employ-
ment, as well as the economic precariousness of many formal self-employed individuals 
derived from Chile’s flexible labor market (Acuña and Pérez, 2005; Henríquez and 
Uribe-Echeverría, 2003). In both countries, expert class locations show the lowest levels 
of working-class self-identification while highest levels are found among the unskilled 
working class (Argentina) and the informal self-employed (Chile).

Table 2 also shows that the overall level of working-class self-identification is higher 
in Chile than in Argentina – 74% of Chileans identify themselves as working class, 
whereas 51% of Argentineans do so. This is a surprising finding that contradicts 
Hypothesis 2, as it challenges the widespread notion that low levels of identification with 
the working class explain the relative weakness of the Chilean labor movement (León 
and Martínez, 2007; Ruiz and Boccardo, 2015). This prevalence does not deny the fact 
of the high correspondence between objective class position and subjective class identi-
fication in Argentina. It just means that this correspondence occurs within relatively 
higher levels of middle-class identification when compared to Chile (Jorrat, 2015).

Table 3 presents the coefficients of logistic regressions that predict self-identification 
with the working class in Argentina and Chile separately. Particularly, we aimed to ana-
lyze the net effect of current class position and past class trajectories (understood as 
biographical and work trajectories) on the levels of class self-identification. To do so, the 
regression models also included sociodemographic controls (gender, age, marital status, 
and employment sector).

Table 3 shows that current class location remains a significant determinant of work-
ing-class self-identification. In Argentina, property owners (small employers and formal 
petty bourgeoisie) show strong and significant coefficients that differentiates them from 
the unskilled working class. This differs from the case of Chile, whose results confirm 
that having a small employer or formal petite bourgeois class position does not reduce 
the chances of upholding working-class self-identification, compared to being an 
unskilled worker. As already noted, these are surprising results: they contradict 
Hypothesis 2 and show that two relevant ‘middle-class’ positions in Chile have a class 
identification that does not differ statistically from that upheld by unskilled workers. In 
addition, while in both countries the levels of working-class self-identification among 
experts in managerial and non-managerial positions are significantly lower than those of 
the reference category (unskilled working class), the log odds associated with being an 
‘expert’ are particularly important for the case of Chile. The statistical importance of the 
‘experts’ category was also noted in other regression models (not shown here) in which 
we added an interaction term to test whether the class coefficients differed across coun-
tries. The results were statistically significant, and showed that the impact of being an 
expert in Chile was higher than in Argentina.

Despite differences like this, in both countries the levels of working-class self-identi-
fication of skilled workers, unskilled workers, and the informal self-employed are statis-
tically the same. This indicates that in both countries the structural basis of working-class 
identity is to be found in the three unprivileged class locations: the informal self-
employed, unskilled workers, and skilled workers. Finally, the results of Table 3 confirm 
our Hypothesis 3. Both measures of class trajectory (class origin and first job) follow the 
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predicted pattern. Other things being equal, having a privileged class origin (or first job) 
significantly decreases the chances of working-class self-identification. Despite the pat-
tern being similar in the two countries, the effect of a skilled working-class origin is 
significant only in Argentina, whereas the effect of a skilled working-class first job is 
significant only in Chile.

Discussion

The results presented in this article show that Argentine and Chilean workers uphold 
oppositional class identities, defined as the existence of significantly higher levels of 
working-class identity among workers vis-a-vis individuals in the privileged classes. 
This finding contradicts the expectation of the literature with regard to the weakening of 
class identities in Latin America. Moreover, it is surprising that the levels of identifica-
tion with the working class are significantly higher in Chile than in Argentina.11 If any-
thing, we would have expected higher levels of working-class identity in Argentina, 
where a relatively strong labor movement has remained a constant throughout history 
and there was a recent trend of labor movement revitalization (Ranis, 1992; Varela, 
2015). These results also question prevalent explanations for the weakness of the Chilean 
labor movement based on the alleged absence of a strong class identity among Chilean 
workers (León and Martínez, 2007; Ruiz and Boccardo, 2015). It is surprising that unlike 
Argentina, in Chile working-class identity permeates even some privileged class loca-
tions such as those of the small employers and the formal self-employed. How can we 
explain these results? In other words: What explains the Chilean ‘anomaly’?

Table 2.  Working class self-identification by class location in Argentina and Chile, 2009 in 
percentages (sample sizes in parentheses).

Objective class 
position

Argentina Chile

Working 
class

Middle 
class

Total Working 
class

Middle class Total

1. Small employers 25.0 75.0 100 (20) 70.5 29.5 100 (95)
2. Formal petty 
bourgeoisie

25.9 74.1 100 (54) 60.0 40.0 100 (25)

3. Expert managers 10.5 89.5 100 (19) 26.8 73.2 100 (56)
4. Experts 18.8 81.2 100 (32) 18.6 81.4 100 (43)
5. Skilled managers/
supervisors

41.7 58.3 100 (36) 63.2 36.8 100 (68)

6. Unskilled 
supervisors

47.5 52.5 100 (59) 69.2 30.8 100 (104)

7. Skilled workers 46.7 53.3 100 (150) 72.5 27.5 100 (167)
8. Unskilled workers 59.5 40.5 100 (474) 84.2 15.8 100 (571)
9. Informal self-
employed

56.9 43.1 100 (188) 88.0 12.0 100 (108)

Total 51.3 48.7 100 (1032) 74.1 25.9 100 (1237)

Source: Own elaboration based on data from the International Social Survey Programme.
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Table 3.  Determinants of working-class self-identification for Argentina and Chile, 2009 
(logistic regression coefficients obtained separately for each country, standard errors in 
parentheses).

Argentina Chile

Class position (ref. unskilled working class)
Small employers −1.568*** −0.489

(0.598) (0.324)
Formal petite bourgeoisie −1.142*** −0.486

(0.377) (0.500)
Expert managers −1.682** −1.796***

(0.783) (0.427)
Experts −1.363** −3.108***

(0.535) (0.664)
Skilled managers/supervisors −0.499 −1.047***

(0.409) (0.381)
Unskilled supervisors −0.622** −0.588*

(0.313) (0.306)
Skilled working class −0.191 −0.328

(0.221) (0.260)
Informal self-employed −0.253 0.267

(0.201) (0.394)
Sociodemographic controls
Female −0.324** −0.139

(0.159) (0.186)
Age −0.0002 0.004

(0.004) (0.005)
Married 0.297* 0.204

(0.152) (0.177)
Private 0.169 −0.141

(0.197) (0.291)
Class origin (ref. unskilled working class)
Privileged −0.494** −1.075***

(0.219) (0.225)
Skilled working class −0.602*** −0.369

(0.226) (0.266)
Informal self-employed −0.113 0.156

(0.173) (0.264)
First job (ref. unskilled working class)
Privileged −0.737*** −1.029***

(0.253) (0.257)
Skilled working class −0.292 −0.839***

(0.184) (0.224)
Informal self-employed 0.239 −0.334

(0.218) (0.408)
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Recent research shows that Chile’s high levels of inequality and economic concentra-
tion have erased traditional social distinctions that used to divide wage earners – particu-
larly, that between white-collar and blue-collar workers. Instead, this research suggests 
that Chilean workers uphold cross-sectoral identities based, among other things, on 
broad ideas such as being a ‘hard worker’, which are framed in opposition to ‘the rich’ 
who ‘don’t work’ (Pérez-Ahumada, 2017). According to our results, it is likely that simi-
lar types of discourses permeate middle-class positions such as that of the small employ-
ers and the formal petite bourgeoisie. This is a likely explanation considering that there 
are weak barriers between self-employment and salaried employment in Chile, and that 
many small employers and petit bourgeois individuals tend to work under conditions of 
economic precariousness derived from a highly flexible labor market (Acuña and Pérez, 
2005; Henríquez and Uribe-Echeverría, 2003). This is also a plausible interpretation in 
light of recent events observed in Chilean society. In the past decade, Chile has experi-
enced a surge in social protests led by social movements with explicit anti-neoliberal 
agendas. These movements, which have demanded profound changes in education and 
labor laws, and more recently have rallied against the privatized pension funds system, 
might be the political expression of the apparently ‘anomalous’ high levels of working-
class identification reported in this article.

In addition to the inequality-related features of Chilean neoliberalism, longer-term 
historical factors might explain the particular features of the Chilean case when com-
pared to Argentina. Since the incorporation period in the 1930s, the Chilean labor move-
ment has been weaker than the Argentine one (Angell, 1972; Collier and Collier, 2002 
[1991]). The relative strength of the labor movement in Argentina is explained, among 
other things, by the state-corporatist mode of incorporation of labor into the political 
system. This initial incorporation through labor legislation and social policy resulted in 
relatively unified and large labor organizations, which according to historical evidence 
have coexisted with strong class identities and reformist political views (Ranis, 1992). 
The systematic repression of the left and the militant factions of labor throughout history 
reinforced the reformist approach of mainstream labor organizations.

Historical evidence also shows that in the case of Chile, workers attempted to over-
come the institutional weakness of labor by establishing a militant party–union 

Argentina Chile

Constant 0.463 2.012***
(0.328) (0.444)

Likelihood ratio χ2 110.22 208.91
df 18 18
Pseudo R2 0.09 0.20
N 925 882

Source: Own elaboration based on data from the International Social Survey Programme. Note: Omitted 
variables are ‘Working class’ (for class position, class origin, and first job), ‘Male’ (for gender), ‘Non–
married’ (for marital status), and ‘Private’ (for economic sector).
***p < .01, ** p < .05, * p < .1 (two–tailed).

Table 3.  (Continued)
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configuration (Drake, 1996; Huber and Stephens, 2012; Winn, 2004), which gave rise 
to what Cook called a ‘radical legacy’ of alliances between unions and ideologically 
committed anti-capitalist parties (Cook, 2007: 19–20). In placing the working class at 
the center of their political agendas, these parties privileged labor mobilization and 
promoted militant ideologies among workers. Although the dictatorship’s repressive 
policies were able to dismantle the political capacities of militant labor unions, it is 
possible that they did not succeeded in the total elimination of radicalized working-
class identities. The high levels of working-class self-identification observed in Chile 
and reported in this article might indicate the resilience of old identities derived from 
longer-term political configurations.

Conclusion

This article analyzed the relationship between objective class location, class trajectories, 
and subjective class self-identification in Argentina and Chile. Evidence confirmed many 
of our hypotheses but also generated some surprising findings.

First, the percentage of self-identification with the working class in both counties 
increases as we move from the privileged classes to the working classes. In Argentina 
and Chile, it is more likely that workers and informal self-employed individuals self-
identify as working class than individuals in any of the privileged classes (experts, man-
agers, and employers). This supports the structural Marxist argument (Wright, 1985), 
and confirms previous findings regarding the persistent relationship between objective 
class position and subjective class identification (Hout, 2008; Jorrat, 2015; Pérez-
Ahumada, 2014). In addition to current class location, it is important to note that in both 
countries a working-class origin or first job is related to a growth in the probabilities of 
upholding a working-class self-identification.

Thus, both Chilean and Argentine workers sustain oppositional class identities based 
on their current class location and class trajectory. In spite of this similarity, our results 
showed that the overall levels of working-class self-identification are higher in Chile 
than in Argentina. This is a surprising result not only because the Argentine labor move-
ment is far more influential and holds more institutional power than its Chilean counter-
part, but also because Chile is usually depicted as a middle-class society where class is 
absent from public discourses.

To explain this anomaly we drew upon evidence of the impact of contemporary class-
related phenomena (e.g. higher inequality and economic concentration in Chile) and 
longer-term trajectories such as the radical union–party configuration that took place in 
Chile between the 1930s and 1973. Both factors might explain why Chileans are more 
likely to identify themselves as working class than Argentines, and why working-class 
identities permeate even some middle-class positions in Chile. Nonetheless, further 
research is needed to examine the mechanisms through which dictatorial and pre-dictato-
rial legacies shape current patterns of working-class identity, as well as more general pat-
terns of class formation in Argentina and Chile. In line with this, it would be important to 
combine the study of class identity with an analysis of class interests and collective action 
in both countries. This type of investigation would help explain the wide gap between class 
identity and working-class organization existing in countries like Chile. This gap deserves 
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attention as the Chilean case shows that although a necessary condition, class identity is not 
sufficient for class-based collective action. In any case, the findings presented here suggest 
that further research should always keep in mind that the concept of social class plays a key 
role in any comprehensive explanation of inequality and politics in Latin America.
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Notes

  1.	 The names of the authors are in alphabetical order. Each contributed equally to this article.
  2.	 The term ‘popular sectors’ is used in the literature on Latin American societies to refer to 

‘groups within the lower strata of the income hierarchy’ (Collier and Handlin, 2009: 4). In 
class terms, the core of the popular sector is the working class, but it is not restricted to this 
class position. In this article we use it as a synonym of ‘subordinated classes’ or ‘unprivileged 
classes’, which include the working class and other exploited and dominated class positions 
such as the informal self-employed and the permanent unemployed.

  3.	 This was not homogeneous in all countries. In the mid to late 2000s Chile and Argentina, for 
example, were more stable in comparative perspective than other countries such as Bolivia or 
Venezuela.

  4.	 We depart from Portes and Hoffman’s (2003) analysis in that we do not consider that the 
informal proletariat is a ‘new class’ in Latin America. On the contrary, we consider that infor-
mal workers are a significant segment of the working class. With respect to the informal self-
employed, we locate them as one class position within the subordinated classes. However, it 
is important to note that many of them are actually disguised informal workers (they appear 
as own account workers but produce for a single employer), so if there was information avail-
able on this, they would have to be located in the working class. For an extended discussion of 
the relationship between informality and class structure in Latin America, see Elbert (2017b).

  5.	 Data obtained from http://data.worldbank.org/
  6.	 The sizes of the subsamples correspond to the number of people who could be classified in a 

class position. Members of Armed Forces and people without enough information (for exam-
ple, interviewees that did not report their occupation) were excluded from the analysis.

  7.	 A full explanation of the validity of ISSP datasets in international comparative research can 
be found in Haller et al. (2009). The ISSP datasets have been widely used in the comparative 
study of the link between objective class position and subjective class identification (Curtis, 
2016; Edlund 2003; Jorrat, 2008; Sosnaud et al., 2013). The existence of this relationship has 
also been validated in other datasets such as the US General Social Survey (see Hout, 2008). 
More information regarding the ISSP can be found at: www.issp.org

http://data.worldbank.org/
www.issp.org
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  8.	 To address any potential problem stemming from this definition of ‘working class’ self-
placement, we ran the same analyses presented here with alternative measures of class self-
identification (e.g. one that asked the interviewees to locate themselves on a 1 to 10 scale, 
and one in which ‘working class’ self-identification included only the categories ‘working 
class’ and ‘lower class’). The results of these analyses were essentially the same as the ones 
presented here.

  9.	 Because of sample size limitations, we do not use a category for the ‘bourgeoisie’ (employers 
with 10 or more employees), as suggested in the original Wright class scheme. Therefore, the 
few people in a bourgeoisie class position were categorized as small employers.

10.	 We define these trajectories as ‘privileged’ in comparative terms, i.e. in reference to the other 
‘unprivileged’ categories (informal self-employed, skilled working class, and unskilled work-
ing-class origin/first job). This means that individuals with, say, a petite bourgeois trajectory 
should not be seen necessarily as members of the Argentine or Chilean ‘elite’. Throughout 
the results section we use the concept ‘privileged’ class locations in the same way, that is, to 
refer to class locations such as experts, managers, etc. that are ‘privileged’ with respect to the 
‘popular classes’ (skilled and unskilled working classes, and the informal self-employed).

11.	 Logistic regression models predicting working-class self-identification (not shown here) 
confirmed these results. In the models, we analyzed the two countries together, included 
a dichotomous variable representing the country (1 = Argentina, 0 = Chile), and different 
combinations of the control variables presented in Table 3. These regressions showed that the 
levels of working-class self-identification in Argentina were significantly lower than in Chile.
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Résumé

L’identité de classe est un mécanisme fondamental pour expliquer l’action collective 
de classe. Pendant des décennies, cela a été particulièrement le cas en Amérique 
latine, où l’inégalité objective de classe constituait un phénomène persistant, et où une 
longue histoire d’action collective née sur les lieux de travail s’est exprimée au travers 
de syndicats et de partis ouvriers. Malgré une persistance des inégalités dans cette 
région du monde, depuis les années 90 les analystes maintiennent de plus en plus que 
le rapport entre la position objective de classe et l’identification subjective de classe 
s’est considérablement affaibli, et que les dynamiques de classe centrées sur le travail ne 
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constituent plus un élément central pour expliquer la formation de collectifs et l’action 
collective dans les secteurs populaires. Alors que dans des pays comme l’Argentine, les 
spécialistes expliquent cette évolution en insistant sur les effets de la désindustrialisation 
de l’économie et la dérégulation du marché de l’emploi, au Chili les analystes ont plus 
particulièrement mis l’accent sur la croissance du secteur des services et l’émergence 
d’une société de classe moyenne où des identités de classe « dépassées » ne signifient 
plus grand-chose. À partir d’une analyse comparative du rapport entre position objective 
de classe et identification subjective de classe en Argentine et au Chili en 2009, nous 
mettons dans cet article ces arguments en question. Nos résultats indiquent que la classe 
sociale n’a pas perdu de son actualité. Dans les deux pays, les personnes qui ont une 
position ou une trajectoire de classe des travailleurs ont nettement plus de possibilités 
de maintenir une identité de classe des travailleurs que les individus qui ont une position 
ou une trajectoire plus privilégiées. Étonnamment, il ressort également de notre analyse 
que le taux général d’identification avec la classe des travailleurs est plus élevé au Chili 
qu’en Argentine. Ce résultat inattendu peut s’expliquer par des phénomènes actuels, 
liés à la classe sociale (comme par exemple des inégalités et une concentration de la 
richesse plus importantes au Chili), et par des dynamiques de classe à plus long terme 
(en particulier les différences dues à la configuration « radicale » des partis et syndicats 
au Chili, et à l’intégration par l’État et les entreprises des organisations de travailleurs 
en Argentine).

Mots-clés

Argentine, Chili, classe des travailleurs, identité de classe, structure de classe

Resumen

La identidad de clase es un mecanismo clave en la explicación de la acción colectiva de 
clase. Durante décadas, esto fue particularmente relevante en América Latina, donde 
la desigualdad de clase objetiva era persistente y había una larga historia de acción 
colectiva originada en el lugar de trabajo y expresada a través de sindicatos y partidos 
obreros. A pesar de las desigualdades persistentes en la región, desde la década de 
1990 los analistas señalan cada vez más que la relación entre la posición objetiva de 
clase y la identificación subjetiva de clase se ha debilitado significativamente y que las 
dinámicas de clase centradas en el trabajo ya no son centrales para explicar la formación 
de grupos y la acción colectiva entre los sectores populares. Mientras que en países 
como Argentina los analistas han explicado estos procesos centrándose en los efectos 
de la desindustrialización de la economía y la informalización del mercado de trabajo, en 
Chile los analistas han enfatizado el crecimiento del sector servicios y el surgimiento de 
una sociedad de clase media donde las ‘anticuadas’ identidades de la clase trabajadora se 
han vuelto irrelevantes. Este artículo cuestiona estos argumentos en base a un análisis 
comparativo de la relación entre la posición de clase objetiva y la identificación de clase 
subjetiva en Argentina y Chile en 2009. Nuestros resultados muestran que la clase social 
todavía importa. En ambos países, las personas con una posición de clase trabajadora o 
una trayectoria de la clase trabajadora son significativamente más propensas a mantener 
la identidad de clase trabajadora que las personas con una posición o trayectoria de 
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clase acomodada. De forma sorprendente, nuestro análisis también muestra que las 
tasas generales de identificación con la clase trabajadora son más altas en Chile que 
en Argentina. Estos resultados inesperados se pueden explicar a partir de fenómenos 
contemporáneos que están relacionados con la clase social (por ejemplo, mayor 
desigualdad y concentración económica en Chile) y dinámicas de clase a más largo 
plazo (particularmente, diferencias derivadas de la configuración ‘radical’ de partidos y 
sindicatos en Chile y la institucionalización estatal-corporativista de las organizaciones 
de trabajadores en Argentina).
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