Proletarianisation and Class: E.P. Thompson and his Critics

The linking of proletarianisation and class formation has given rise to some explosive and long-lasting debates over the past three decades. In this section you need to consider the arguments of a number of historians in response to a central question: 

How did the emergence of a large sector of the population wholly dependent on wage labour relate to the creation of a self-conscious working class? 

The book which sparked off this debate was E.P. Thompson's The Making of The English Working Class (1963), a seminal study of English proletarianisation which emerged from the new labour history school. Thompson in his extraordinarily wide-ranging survey contended that the 'outstanding fact of the period between 1790 and 1830 is the formation of the working class', which he argued was revealed through the growth of class-consciousness 1. 

Thompson argued that working-class consciousness, derived in part from a heritage of historical customs and traditions. The notion of the 'Freeborn Englishman' with its implied rights of freedom and redress already existed among the labouring classes. The ideas propagated by Tom Paine in The Rights of Man (1791) during the 1790s, lent weight to traditions of religious non-conformism and dissent, which influenced the formation of radical political consciousness 2. 
The proletarianisation of the lives of working people was accelerated between the 1790s and 1840s. Proletarianisation can be understood here in two rather different senses; it refers on the one hand to structured economic pressures, such as the decline in workers' autonomy over production and their increased dependence on waged labour. It also signified for Thompson the emergence of class consciousness. 

In terms of the first meaning, proletarianizing pressures diminished the traditional economic and political 'rights' of the labouring classes. These 'rights' were squeezed between the exigencies of industrial capitalism and the ruling classes' defence of property ownership. Yet Thompson also believed that working people were active agents in reshaping an identity based upon common experience throughout this stressful period of transition. However, the weakening of their economic leverage, and the emergence of a politicized class consciousness, occurred at a varied pace and to a varying extent amongst different groups of working people. The experience of the skilled artisan was particularly significant for Thompson. The displacement of their skills threatened their craft traditions, and led them to organise their resistance to industrial modes of production earlier than other groups. 
1 - E.P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class Harmondworth: Penguin, 1968, p. 212.
 

2 - E.P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class Harmondworth: Penguin, 1968, part 1, especially chapters 2, 4 and 5. 

The principal actors for Thompson were displaced land workers 3 and handloom weavers 4, and the skilled, literate artisan classes 5. He traced a loose association of working class movements through diverse examples of violent protest from luddism to food riots 6, through radical movements for political reform, and the mass politics of Chartism 7 and the formation of working class popular culture 8. The formative conditions for a proletarianized working class, conscious of its own interests in opposition to those of other classes were evident, he concluded, by the mid nineteenth century. 

The Making of the English Working Class stresses the active agency of the labouring people in the formation of a self-conscious working class culture. Class formation Thompson maintained is not static and mechanically predetermined, but is a dynamic set of relations which re-form at different historical junctures. 

His aim was to change our perspective on English proletarianisation, moving away from both Marxist determinism and distanced demographic and statistical accounts 9. Pioneering use was made of folk-customs and popular culture, alongside evidence of localised protest and conspiracy movements, to sustain an account of the politicisation of the poor labouring classes, against a background of eroded rights and reduced standards of living. Although Thompson's main arguments are outlined here in his preface, to get a full grasp of the debate he initiated you should read the book. 
3- E.P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class (Harmondworth: Penguin, 1968), chapter 7.
 4 - E.P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class (Harmondworth: Penguin, 1968), chapter 9. 
5 - E.P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class (Harmondworth: Penguin, 1968), chapter 8.
 6- E.P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class (Harmondworth: Penguin, 1968), chapter 14.
 7 - E.P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class (Harmondworth: Penguin, 1968), chapter 16.
 8 - E.P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class (Harmondworth: Penguin, 1968), chapter 15.
 9 - E.P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class (Harmondworth: Penguin, 1968), chapter 6. This gives us some insight into his methodological aims and his radical interrogation of historical methods.
 
Responses to Thompson

Returning to the central question as to what is the relationship between working class consciousness and proletarianisation, there is of course no single answer, but rather a variety of interpretations which use different methodologies. 

The main task is to analyse whether the historians that you are reading regard 'class' and proletarianisation as integrally related or as discrete entities. Analyse how they deploy the terms, how they define them for the purposes of their work (if at all), and how their attitudes relate to their evidence. 

Subsequent historical analyses have developed and qualified Thompson's thesis. Although no-one doubts that by the end of the nineteenth century proletarianisation, in the sense of a movement of people into waged labour, had occurred, not all historians see it as also necessarily implying class consciousness. This process has been shown to be far more fragmented and gradual than Thompson's compressed version. 

The Language of Class

More recent historical analyses have rejected 'grand narratives' of class. Thompson and other historians of his generation have been criticised for making too determined a link between popular culture, wage labour, and class consciousness. For example Gareth Stedman Jones draws upon linguistic theory to argue that modern usages of 'class' do not concur with nineteenth century understandings of the term. He disputes Thompson's contention that the experience of proletarianisation was closely related to working class identity 10. 

10 - Gareth Stedman Jones, The Languages of Class: Studies in English Working Class History 1832-1982 (Cambridge, 1983), Introduction. 
 
Populism, Race, Ethnicity and Gender

Some contemporary historians are refocusing on the role of national events and institutions in commanding the loyalty of workers, thus sparking a debate as to whether the English working class were populist rather than socialist in culture and behaviour 11. The pernicious disciplinary and exploitative capacities of the factory are also being re-evaluated 12. 

The grand narratives of a homogenous 'working class' have been further intersected with racial, ethnic, gender and other categories of identity. It is important to note the ways in which the division of labour took place according to social criteria, which were not necessarily or primarily economic. You will be examining later how gender affected working experiences. Female and male workers were allocated different tasks, which led to differentials in how their skill levels were evaluated, and this was reflected in wage differences between men and women. 

Similar divisions of labour, in the allocation of jobs and tasks and appropriation of skill, occurred along ethnic or racial lines. The experiences of Irish and Jewish immigrants in nineteenth century Britain show how economic and social mobility, or integration into the prevailing class structure, had different implications when experienced by different ethnic groups 13. Feminist and cultural historians have proposed that workers and working class communities were shaped by multiple identities, and consequently created alliances and consciousness outside the category of class alone 14. 



11 - E. Biagini, Liberty, Retrenchment and Reform: Popular Liberalism in the Age of Gladstone (Cambridge University Press, 1992). 
 

12 - D. Jenkins, Factories and the Industrial Revolution, Refresh 16 Spring 1993.
 

13 - Friedrich Engels argued that the presence of Irish immigrant labour undercut the wages and conditions of English workers. Consequently Irish workers inhibited the development of working class consciousness in Britain. See Engels, The Condition of the Working Class, pp. 123-125.
 
14 - For examples of how gender and racial categories of inquiry can shape labour history see The International Review of Social History 38, 1993. 
 

The Labour Aristocracy Debate

Some of the concepts employed by Thompson such as 'deskilling', 'aristocracy of labour', 'time-work discipline' were borrowed from social theory. Their application in historical settings has led to their re-evaluation, Hobsbaum questioned whether the term labour aristocracy has any validity before 1840, because skilled elites were not sufficiently permanent to develop and consolidate a consistent set of attitudes. He argued that they were economically vulnerable when their power to exclude outsiders or withhold labour was weakened 15. Their power also became looser in new industries. Skilled workers distinguished themselves from other sectors by differentials of pay, conditions and status. This has raised questions about whether skilled workers organised more for themselves or for wider 'working-class solidarity'. 



15 - E. Hobsbaum, Labouring Men (Weidenfeld and Nicholson, 1964), p. 291.
 

Debates Over Skill

Harrison and Zeitlin have argued that boundaries between different labour groups such as skilled and unskilled workers are notoriously difficult to define. Furthermore, studies of specific industries show that the 'de-skilling' of workers, and the threats from unskilled labour or new technology were not as pre-ordained as some historical accounts imply. Changing work techniques and conditions varied from industry to industry, and dynamics interdependence between skilled employee and employer persisted in some industries 16. Burnett has argued that deskilling occurred in the 19th century as part of a nexus of unemployment and underemployment, through economic fluctuations as well as technological innovation 17. 



16 - R. Harrison and J. Zeitlin, eds., Divisions of Labour (Harvester Press, 1985), Introduction. This collection includes studies into the organisation and division of labour and status in different industries. Chapter 4 also incorporates the gendered division of labour.
 

17 - J. Burnett, Idle Hands: The Experience of Unemployment, 1790-1990 (Routledge, 1994), Chapter 3. "The Property of Skill in the Period of Manufacture" in P. Joyce, ed., Historical Meanings of Work (Cambridge University Press, 1988). 
 

The Standard of Living Debate

The standard of living debate has also been a much disputed and complex area of research, with its 'optimistic' and 'pessimistic' accounts as to how far the standard of living rose or fell for workers during the first half of the nineteenth century 18. Thompson had attempted, not altogether successfully, to broaden the terms of the debate from mere cost of living to incorporate discourse about the 'quality of life', which changes in labour relations brought about for the work-force 19. 



18 - John Rule, The Labouring Classes in Early Industrial England (Longman, 1986), Chapter 2, gives the various arguments. The last chapter outlines the prescient debates surrounding class formation and consciousness. See also P. Mathias, The First Industrial Nation: The Economic History of Britain 1700-1914, 2nd ed. (Longman's, 1983), chapter 14.
 
19 - Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class, pp. 230-231.
 

Proletarianisation and Gender

One of the most powerful critiques of Thompson's ideas about proletarianisation and class formation came from Joan Scott. 

Scott concludes that the association of women with domesticity has obscured their interests as workers. This is an important insight which goes some way to explain both the hidden masculine connotations of the apparently gender-neutral term 'worker', and the preoccupations of many labour historians with the concerns of the male workforce. But how and why has this happened? In this section you will be looking at these issues in more depth through the work of historians who regard gender as integral to our understanding of changing patterns of work in industrialising Britain. To do this you need to explore both the position of women as workers, and more crucially relations between men and women in the workforce. 

Women and Productivity

One of the main problems in assessing the extent to which women participated in productive work, is a lack of reliable records in which their earnings are taken into account. Maxine Berg has challenged revisionist economic historians' assessments of rates of economic growth during the early phases of industrialisation. She argues that: 'the impact of women's labour and wages has not been considered in the construction of indices of economic change because long runs of quantitative data on occupations, labour force participation and wages are not generally available' 20. 

Berg shows that women predominated in Britain in the newly highly productive industries because it was assumed that women and children were the key workers to be targeted when any new form or method of manufacturing was introduced 21. 

If Berg's analysis that a proletarianised workforce consisting mainly of women and children was of key importance to Britain's early industrial growth is correct, we need to ask not only why this fact has been obscured, but also (returning to Scott's question), why it has been so difficult for us to see women unproblematically as 'workers' whose interests might be parallel to those of working men? 



20 - Maxine Berg, 'What Difference did Women's Work Make to the Industrial Revolution?', History Workshop 35 Spring 1993, p. 23. This problem was not unique to this period. See also Bridget Hill, Women, Work and the Census in History Workshop Journal 35 Spring 1993, and Edward Higgs, Women, Occupation and Work in Nineteenth Century Censuses in History Workshop Journal 23 Spring 1987. 
 

21 - Ibid. 
 

The Child Labour Debates

One clue to this may lie in the linkage made in historical accounts between the position of women and children in the early phases of industrialisation. The value of children's work may like women's have been obscured. Yet the wide-spread use and abuse of child-labour in the factories was highlighted by many contemporaries as the worst exploitatative feature of industrial capitalism. Furthermore the extent of abuse and possible justifications for it, have subsequently become topics of intense debate. 

The position of women was seen as in many ways analogous to that of children in the factories. Both groups were employed for their docility, their dexterity, their ability to adjust to time-work disciplines, and for the low wage rates they could be paid. Whilst political economists approved such practices as being in accordance with the principles of a 'laissez' faire' economy 22, women were perceived as particularly vulnerable to exploitation by middle-class investigators for the numerous Parliamentary Commissions examining conditions in British industries. Much of the evidence in favour of factory reform was reflective of middle-class assumptions about family life. It was framed along gendered lines with girls their chief preoccupation, and many wished to extend to women the same kinds of protective regulations as they sought for children. 

This denial to women of the full status of adult worker (which for different reasons was also a view held by many working-class men), underlies their invisibility in the productive workforce. Evidence of women's own views of protective legislation is much more difficult both to find and to interpret, but testimony that exists from Chartist women suggests that women saw their long hours and low wages as unpleasant and degrading, but also as necessary for survival 23. 



22 - Anna Clark, "The Rhetoric of Chartist Domesticity: Gender, Language, and Class in the 1830s and 1840s" in Journal of British Studies 31, January 1992, p. 81. 
 

23 - Ibid.
 

Women and Family

Women's position within the family is also of crucial importance. Scott and Tilly were some of the first historians to show the necessity of studying family relationships and life cycles in relation to women's work 24. Women's labour in the pre-industrial family economy had been largely appropriated by male heads of households, under whose authority they reproduced future generations of workers in addition to doing economically productive work. The prospect of women moving into forms of work which commanded an individual, rather than a family, wage could be perceived as threatening to the patriarchal order and to traditional gender relations within the family. As Catherine Hall shows this could be a gradual process. In the early stages of mechanisation in the textile industry, men took on supervisory roles as mule spinners often employing their wives and children as assistants. However, new innovations in weaving were radically altering the dynamics of the family. 

Here we can begin to understand class conflict, not simply as conflict between men and masters over the appropriation of resources and skill, but as conflict between working and middle-class men over the control of the labour of their wives and daughters. Whilst employers investing in new technology actively recruited women and children, for working men such a strategy threatened their jobs, their skill, their status, their position as head of family and even their masculinity. For skilled workers the ability to maintain dependants became increasingly important in their conception of 'manhood' 25. Thus the spectre of an increasingly feminised proletarian labourforce working outside the home is an essential component of the class struggle, and working men's fight for a "family wage" can only be fully understood in this light. 

Yet as Nancy Grey Osterud has shown in her study of the Leicester Hosiery Industry, such conflicts served not to exclude women from work, which most working men recognised as necessary for the family's survival, but rather to reinforce their position as secondary wage earners. Their paid labour continued to be located primarily within households, and was 'subsumed by their domestic role rather than being independent of it' 26. 



24 - Louise Tilly and Joan Scott, Women, Work and Family, 2nd ed. (Routledge, 1989).
 

25 - Keith Mcdelland, "Time to work, time to live: some aspects of work and the re-formation of class in Britain 1850-1880", in Patrick Joyce, The Historical Meanings of Work (Cambridge University Press, 1987).
 

26 - Nancy Grey Osterud, "Gender Divisions and the Organisation of Work in the Leicester Hosiery Industry" in Angela John, ed., Unequal Opportunities: Women's Employment in England 1800-1918 (London: Basil Blackwell, 1986), p. 65.
 

Single Women in the Workforce

Although the debates over women's labour involved both married and single women, we need to look at them separately because the issues involved were not exactly similar. In the family economy daughters could work outside the home if their labour was not required within the family enterprise, but they usually entered another household, as a domestic servant, farm servant or apprentice. The type of work they did was defined by their families' needs, whilst their labour supported the economic unit of which they were a part 27. Daughters who remained living at home but moved into waged work, continued to support the family unit with their earnings. 

However as increasing numbers of young women were obliged to leave home and move to industrial centres in search of employment, fears were expressed that their change in employment status might also mean the severance of ties of familial obligation and lines of authority. 

There has been considerable debate amongst historians as to the extent to which the move into waged work actually liberated women from patriarchal authority. Early women's historians such as Ivy Pinchbeck writing in the 1930s, made much of the gains in social and economic independence that an individual wage would have brought, particularly for single young women 28. Others have since argued that too much emphasis has been put on textile industries and the figure of the mill girl who represented a minority of wage-earning women. Most women in urban centres were in unskilled low waged jobs, often in sweated workshops or slop trades 29. 

Women's wage rates were set on assumption that they would marry, and often barely enabled them to support themselves independently if they remained single. As the numbers of non-working middle-class women increased, domestic service also expanded as a source of employment for young working-class women, viewed as a safer and more desirable option than factory work, particularly by middle-class reformers. 



27 - Tilly and Scott, Women, Work and Family, p. 37. 
 

28 - Duncan Bythell, "Women in the Workforce" in O'Brien and Quinault, The Industrial Revolution and British Society, p. 31.
 

29 - Sally Alexander, "Women's Work in Nineteenth Century London" in Juliet Mitchell and Ann Oakley, The Rights and Wrongs of Women (Harmondworth: Penguin, 1976).
 

Domestic Ideology

This latter view is embedded in the ideology now known as 'separate spheres', which increased in strength during the 19th century with the rise of an increasingly wealthy and influential middle class. Men's spheres of influence were believed to be the public domains of work, politics and the economy, whilst women's lay in the private realm of the family and the personal; she was the 'angel in the house', moral guardian of the home 30. Although these images were related most strongly to middle-class women, they also had considerable influence on beliefs about the suitability of particular types of work for lower-class women. 

The classic image was of the rough cheeky proletarianised factory girl who might be living in lodgings, away from the restraining influence of the home and could openly hob-nob with men on the shop floor. Factory Act Commissioners frequently referred to the moral dangers of girls working in close physical proximity to men. They were regarded as being unsexed and degraded, endangering their prospects of marriage and motherhood. Legislation passed during the 1840s, which restricted women's and children’s' working hours, conditions and access to particular jobs, was framed partly with these concerns in mind. 



30 - See Catherine Hall, "The Early formation of Victorian domestic ideology" in Catherine Hall, White, Male, and Middle Class: Explorations in Feminism and History (Oxford: Blackwells Polity Press, 1992). 
 
Married Women in the Workforce

It was not simply middle-class reformers who were worried about women's access to particular types of employment. Skilled artisans, made redundant or undercut by the new technologies or forms of work organisation which utilised cheap female labour, organised to restrict women's entry into the skilled branches of trades and membership of trade associations and unions 31. It was here that the strongest push to exclude married women from waged labour and the promotion of the male breadwinner ideal was strongest. Married women were vulnerable to the charge that they were deserting their duties as wives and mothers and stealing men's jobs 32. 

In reality, the family wage remained an unrealisable ideal. Only a minority of working-class families could afford a completely non-working wife. Where no other employment existed, married women entered factories. The 1851 census shows an average of 27per cent of female cotton operatives in seven Lancashire cotton districts as married 33. In addition the casual, part-time, home-based and seasonal work of most married women was rarely recorded. However, the difficulty for such women in organising to protect or promote their interests as workers has contributed to the myth of the male breadwinner. 



31 - Barbara Taylor, Eve and the New Jerusalem (London: Virago, 1983).
 
32 - Wally Seccombe, Patriarchy Stabilised: the construction of the male breadwinner norm in nineteenth century Britain. in Social History vol. 11, no. 1. 
 
33 - Margaret Hewitt, Wives and Mothers in Victorian Industry (London: Rockcliff, 1958), p. 14.
 
Gender Division of Labour

One of the ways that men attempted to reassert their dominance in the world of work was through the gendered division of labour. Some occupations and industries were defined as men's or women's, whilst in others certain processes were defined as male and others as female, ostensibly on the basis of skill, although in reality according to the level of wages paid. 

In her study of various branches of the textile industries during the 19th century, Sonya Rose has shown a variety of distinctive ways in which class and gender relations intersected. For example, in the lace industry adult men earned high wages in factories, whilst women were paid low wages to finish the product at home. But when the hosiery industry became fully mechanised, employers tried to substitute women for men in order to cut labour costs. Rose suggests that this was a tactic used by employers in many industries from textiles to metal work. Men's attempts to maintain or create sex-type jobs were frequently undermined by employers, resulting in open antagonisms between men and women workers, in addition to hostilities between workers and employers 34. 

Local conditions and sources of alternative employment could also determine the gendered division of labour. 90 per cent of the workforce of the Cortaulds silk mill in Essex were women, providing an important source of employment for the wives and children of agricultural labourers, yet the managing and supervisory positions remained in the hands of men 35. 

34 - Sonya Rose, Limited Livelihoods: Gender and Class in Nineteenth Century England (University of California Press, 1992), pp. 4-6. 
 
35 - Jane Rendall, Women in Industrialising Society: England, 1750-1880 (Oxford: Blackwell, 1990), p. 59 and p. 63. See also Judy Lown, Women and Industrialisation (Cambridge, 1990). 
 
Conclusion

In the process of working through these notes, you will have seen how the meanings attached to proletarianisation have varied according to the identity of the observer; whether they were male or female, skilled or unskilled workers, fathers, husbands, wives, children, adult sons or daughters; whether they were factory owners or managers, social theorists, reformers, philanthropists, journalists, medical experts or law makers; or whether as historians they were in sympathy with liberal, socialist, feminist, or conservative politics. 

As you start to construct your own arguments, you should note also the areas of silence: how much easier it is to find contemporary evidence from men than from women, from middle-class than from working-class men, from skilled than unskilled workers. When reading the sources that do exist from less powerful groups, remember also to maintain a critical perspective, showing awareness of the material conditions in which they were produced and of what interests may have been at stake in their production. 

At the start of these notes the point was made that we live today in a proletarianised world. This is an assumption you might want to question. The changes which are taking place in the twenty first century, in the organisation of work, may be as profound and revolutionary as those of the early industrial period. It remains to be seen how we will be judged by the 'enormous condescension of posterity' in our struggle to survive this new revolution. 
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