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To argue either that E.P. Thompson was a Marxist or that he was not a Marxist would be a difficult and messy thing.  One would first need to establish what is meant by “Marxist,” a formidable task in itself, given the variety of available interpretations.  Because Marx expressed skepticism at the end of his life about the “Marxist” label, even the completion of this task would call into question the value of a “Marxist” way of thinking.  It is clear enough that Thompson was deeply influenced by Marx and, moreover, that The Making of the English Working Class represents an attempt to enhance Marx’s work.  That is to say, Thompson involved himself in the work of Marx, in particular by augmenting it with a description of process in the formation of the working class.  Thus, although Thompson’s work marks a transition in the study of class, it nonetheless grounds itself firmly in Marx’s (if not Marxist) theory.


The importance of the shift in social history heralded by The Making cannot be overstated.  Prior to Thompson’s study, social historians (particularly those in Britain) portrayed the working class only from the perspective of their main interests, the middle class, gentry, and intellectuals.  No one assigned agency to the working class.  Thompson dramatically changed this.  In turning scholarly focus toward the history of everyday life, Thompson challenged the dominance of political documents and other conventional sources.  Now folk songs, diaries of labor organizers, poems, and other documents allowed readers to view the culture of the working class as it formed.  In this way, individual agency came into view, and working-class actors had their voices restored to them.  Thompson’s intention in this approach can be found in the famous lines from the preface:  “I am seeking to rescue the poor stockinger, the Luddite cropper, the ‘obsolete’ hand-loom weaver, the ‘utopian’ artisan, and even the deluded follower of Joanna Southcott, from the enormous condescension of posterity.” (p. 12)  


Thompson drew close to this objective as he made his argument, which became invaluable to social history.  Class-consciousness, he wrote, is a process—a “relationship and not a thing.” (p. 11) Experience became a central concern in the study of the relationship.  A true student of Marx, Thompson identified class experience as “largely determined by the productive relations into which men are born.” (p. 9)  In order to understand class-consciousness and its formation, one needed to view the cultural means by which class experiences got processed in the relations of production. 


Conflict between classes remained central to Marx’s theory, as evidenced in The Communist Manifesto.  “The history of all hitherto existing society,” he wrote, “is the history of class struggles.”  The importance of identity formation within the lower tier of society likewise concerned Marx: “The proletarian movement is the self-conscious, independent movement of the immense majority, in the interest of the immense majority.”
  Thompson’s work consists largely in offering answers to the question of how such a movement comes into being and how such an interest becomes articulated.


Thompson’s treatment of Methodism offers insight into his conception of Marx’s notion of class conflict.  Although Thompson appeared to draw heavily from the older Marx, one must not neglect Marx’s earlier writings about the ruling class in The German Ideology.  The ruling class, for Marx, was the class that controlled society’s material power as well as “its ruling intellectual power.”
  The ideas promoted by the ruling class, in protecting the interests of that class, became universalized and thus vastly complicated any movement toward class-consciousness within the lower social strata.  Religion for Marx served as part of the ruling ideology; it was more a symptom of oppression than its cause, but it seems unlikely that Marx discounted its importance as a force that could alter the relationship between the ruling class and the ruled. 

Although Thompson did not fully explain how Methodism fit in with class-consciousness, one can interpret his discussion of Methodism as a means of setting up religion in opposition to effective working-class identity.  “How was it,” he wrote, “that Methodism could perform with such success this dual role as the religion of both the exploiter and the exploited?” (p. 375)  Pointing to religion as an affliction in the mind—a form of “psychic exploitation” and a “component of the psychic processes of counter-revolution,” (p. 381)—Thompson made more complex the idea of the working-class experience.  Although one might view Methodism as a means of community building, stabilizing and educating those who could identify with the working class, Thompson saw in it a much less helpful entity.  “Methodism (and its evangelical counterparts) were highly politically-conscious religions.” (p. 391) To be sure, the church furnished a language that have-nots could wage against the affluent.  But for all their political language that denounced the oppressors of the poor, religions comprised a “dominant ideology” during the Industrial Revolution that, in the Marxian view, ultimately ran counter to majority interests.  Thompson offered the example of weaver, radical agitator, and preacher Benjamin Rushton, who condemned the political and religious establishments with fiery language in defense of the poor but whose message, like that of many voices who worked through the church became absorbed in a din of pious phrases and rationalizations.  Thus for Thompson, Methodism ultimately prescribed order and discipline to industrial labor that permeated every aspect of workers’ lives.  (pp. 398-401)

Critiques of Thompson’s approach to social history have left some wondering about the author’s adherence to Marx.  William Sewell’s article, “How Classes are Made: Critical Reflections on E.P. Thompson’s Theory of Working-class Formation” argued that Thompson’s work suffered from a lack of theory and thereby deviated from Marx.  To the contrary, I find Thompson’s research very much in line with Marx’s theories and representative of an attempt to enhance them.  Sewell argues correctly that Thompson’s account of the development of working class-consciousness appears to contain something of a contradiction:  “If workers’ experiences produce class-consciousness, rather than some other sort of consciousness, this is because their experiences are class experiences,” which Thompson argued derive from productive relations. (Sewell, 56)  I find that Thompson held to Marx while attempting to flesh out his theory.  Class was for him not a static category of passive people.  It probably existed independent of and prior to consciousness, but positing the existence of class by itself explained very little about how change occurs.  Change occurs historically, through the particulars of time, place, and culture.  For Thompson, “[c]onsciousness of class arises in the same way in different times and places [i.e., upon the formation of a class], but never in just the same way.” (p. 10)  In other words, it is only through agency that class has meaning, since that is the only avenue by which class can become aware of itself.  Thompson’s study represents an attempt to understand the content of agency by viewing and interpreting what its development and expression has left behind.  

Certainly, Thompson was not comprehensive or completely unbiased in his study.  Joan Scott rightly points out that his account of class and class-consciousness is gendered male.  But given that The Making appeared in 1963, before gender studies came into its own, we might forgive his oversight, particularly since what it did offer was so path-breaking.                 

� Lawrence H. Simon, ed., Karl Marx: Selected Writings (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett Publishing Company, 1994), 166, 158, 168.  


� Ibid., 129





PAGE  
1

