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Roundhead, Leveller, and Cavalier, Chartist and Anti-Corn Law
Leaguer, were not [Pavlovian] dogs; they did not salivate their creeds
to economic stimuli; they loved and hated, argued, thought, and made
moral choices. Economic changes impel changes in social relation-
ships, in relations between real men and real women; and these are
apprehended, felt, reveal themselves in feelings of injustice, frustra-
tion, aspirations for social change; all is fought out in human con-
sciousness, including the moral consciousness. If this were not so,
[people] would be — not dogs — but ants, adjusting their society to the
upheavals in the terrain. But [people] make their own history: they are
part agents, part victims: it is precisely the element of agency which
distinguishes them from beasts, which is the human part...and
which is the business of our consciousness to increase.

E. P. Thompson!

In the quarter-century since the publication of Thompson’s remarkable
tome, The Making of the English Working Class, it and his subsequent
works have informed the historical vision of a generation of social
scientists in Britain and in the United States. These works have sparked
political and academic controversy. Thompson and his confederates
have wrestled with critics over the constitution of the early nineteenth-
century working class, the historical development of British class struc-
ture, and the theoretical problematic of culture versus structure. Much
of these debates — sometimes heated and often downright scrappy —
has been conducted within the confines of Marxist historiography and
theory, although for Thompson, at least, such controversies are always
as much a matter of practical politics as the stuff of academic round-
tables.

Thompson’s achievements have come under renewed scrutiny recently
through a new line of critique. Whereas the initial examination of The
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Making was conducted largely through the perspective of a structur-
alist (Althusserian) Marxism, this new critique originates in the “lin-
guistic turn” in social theory. Drawing on deconstructionist/post-
structuralist theory, both Gareth Stedman Jones and Joan Wallach
Scott in particular seek to recast Thompson’s analysis of class forma-
tion.?

In this article I critically examine this “re-making” of English working
class, focussing specifically on what it implies for Thompson’s analysis
of agency and experience in class formation, a key theoretical couplet
that is sustained throughout his work. The post-structuralist critique
presents a persuasive case for broadening the study of class formation
by including the systematic analysis of discourse. However, I argue its
proposed recentering of the analysis of class formation from a discur-
sive perspective is a regressive exercise that undermines our under-
standing of agency as explicated by Thompson.

The essay is divided into four parts. First, I briefly review Thompson’s
use of the concepts of agency and experience. Second, | summarize the
revisionist approaches of Stedman Jones and Scott, focusing on their
analyses of the role of discourse in the process of class formation.
Third, I critique these perspectives, arguing that they serve to obscure
the role of agency and experience in class formation. Finally, ] propose
an alternative means by which discourse can be incorporated into
Thompson’s analysis.

Agency and experience in The Making

The Making is a historical panorama of class struggle and formation
painted in fine brush strokes: the resilient subculture of West Riding
weaving villages and the furtive machinations of London’s ultra-radi-
cals are equally illuminated with brilliance. This history, as Thompson
informs us in his oft-quoted preface, is an account of how disparate
groups of workers forged a class culture partly from popular traditions
during their formative experiences in an emergent capitalist society. As
the strokes fill the canvas of forty years the vision painted is almost
always from the perspective of the terra firma of historical specificity.
Thompson’s purpose is to explain the “particular ways” in which out-
workers, artisans, and factory workers constructed a consciousness of
their own interests as opposed to the interests of those who sought to
dominate them. These cultural expressions of experience are presented
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in a plethora of miniatures. In the concluding chapter, “Class Con-
sciousness,” for example, as representative experiences, practices, and
actors complete the canvas, there is little that directly informs us of the
overarching processes that are the foundations of his analysis.

A reading of Thompson’s corpus (and of those who have sympatheti-
cally adopted his mode of class analysis) suggests that the concepts of
agency and experience are at the heart of his account of class forma-
tion. Thompson’s work has been a sustained reaction to both the
mechanistic formalism of a “Stalinist” Marxism as well as to liberal
sociological alternatives to class analysis. As opposed to these perspec-
tives he proffers a fundamentally relational and historical understand-
ing of class. As he states,

Class eventuates as men and women Jive their productive relations, and as
they experience their determinate situations, within “the ensemble of social
relations,” with their inherited culture and expectations, and as they handle
these experiences in cultural ways.’

Class is a process in which people, facing common struggles against
exploitation and antagonism imposed upon them by their structural
situation, create experiential and collective responses to their predica-
ments. In fashioning a common consciousness of their situation and a
stock of cultural processes to express their resistance, class actors are
active participants in the process of class formation. As he has sum-
marily observed, “Class formations ... arise at the intersection of deter-

mination and self-activity.”*

It is precisely at this juncture that experience assumes a critical role in
Thompson’s scheme. People involuntarily enter into ensembles of
social relationships, structured and limited by dominant forms of mate-
rial life, which demand collective response.’ These relationships exert
pressure on their consciousness to make cultural sense of their role and
purpose in the course of life’s events. Experience then is the effect of
living through the process of historical relationships, common to many
like-situated people.® Importantly for Thompson, such experiences are
not confined within the realm of production (i.e, the economic), nor
can they be parsimoniously reduced to economic causes. Lived expe-
rience is never so tidy. Rather, it occurs wherever the friction of class
interests creates the heat of conflict and discontent, and frequently this
is in the sphere of politics.”
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The other line of convergence at this intersection then is agency, i.c.,
the ways in which class actors respond to and make sense of these com-
mon experiences. The collective consciousness of common interests,
the production of culture and systems of feeling to articulate them, and
the struggles against exploitation in which they are acted upon are cen-
tral to the “self-making” processes through which class formations are
constituted.? For Thompson, this conjunction between “lived” experi-
ence and agency is determinative only in the sense that it sets social
forces in motion. The outcome is not teleologically overdetermined;
social change is always dependent on the “class ways” in which these
interests are pursued.

Change in material life determines the conditions of that struggle, and some
of its character: but the particular outcome is determined only by struggle
itself. This is to say that historical change eventuates, not because a given
“basis” must give rise to a correspondent “superstructure,” but because
changes in productive relationships are experienced in social and cultural
life, refracted in [peoples’] ideas and their values, and argued through in their
actions, their choice and their beliefs.’

A shared sense of agency — class consciousness — is thus developed by
class actors as they engage in the process of class struggle. A cultural
appreciation of their own interests (as opposed to the interests of their
antagonists) is produced in the process of struggle. It is often a pastiche
of old cultural forms transformed and infused with new relevancy. For
Thompson this too is an on-going process rather than one of finitude:
history does not tip its hand to its players. To say that classes are
“made” is thus misleading; instead it is more appropriate to say that
they are constituted (and re-constituted), and the actors themselves
always have an active hand in this process.

The roles of experience and agency in the process of class formation
are why Thompson insists that class struggle is the most fundamental
object of a Marxist analysis, and why “Class and class consciousness
are always the last, not the first, stage in the real historical process.”!?
For it is experience’s fomentation of divisive interests that leads people
to construct a common culture (and consciousness) of class, and in turn
to seek to change their existence. In this process “class defines itself as,
in fact, it eventuates.”!' Experience and agency are the essential ele-

ments that keep the process in motion.

The panoramic vision of The Making is thus a story of class formation
told from the vantage of working-class people who struggled against
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the weight of economic exploitation and political oppression. These
were common experiences, though they were realized in many
“particular ways.” Central to the telling is how people drew upon extant
plebeian and radical culture, reshaping it in the process “with intelli-
gence and moral passion” as they formulated their consciousness of
class.!?

Importantly, for Thompson this culture is produced in social relation-
ships, often in the “theatre” of social struggle. The production of
meaning is fundamentally behavioral and contextual: “every meaning is
a meaning-in-context, and structures change while old forms may
express new functions or old functions may find expression in new
forms.”13 This meaning thus is tethered to the actions of collective
actors who produce it in the process of making experiential sense of
their social relationships. Additionally, Thompson never insists that the
culture of the early nineteenth-century working class was homoge-
neous. Instead his account is of a web of understandings within which
working-class actors moved, and through which they were able to col-
lectively construct and convey their dissatisfactions to themselves and
the larger world. Their experiences were multifarious, nested in region-
ally distinct artisanal communities that, strung together, were the foun-
dations of a national working class.'* As an experientially grounded
culture of resistance it was in fact born of this diversity and underlying
commonalities.

Finally, the casting of this process of class formation as a historically
contingent process leads Thompson to reject any privileged space for
this story in the general history of class formation.!® The role of agency
and experience in the process foreclose the option of a teleological
interpretation: class is no more or less than as its happens. Born of
struggles between class actors, the histories of these struggles define
class, always relationally, and always in the context of particular times
and places.

Stedman Jones and the analysis of radical language

In the first round of Left critique, The Making was criticized for its
overemphasis on agency and experience and an alleged sublimation of
the economic and structural. None of the critics sought to confront
directly the dynamic role of culture in Thompson’s account. However,
in several essays Gareth Stedman Jones has offered a revamped inter-
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pretation of the development of English working-class consciousness
in the early nineteenth century in which the role of a crucial part of this
culture, radical political discourse, is formulated in a new light.!s
Through a re-examination of Chartism, a radical working-class politi-
cal movement for universal suffrage stretching roughly from 1837-
1852, he seeks to recast the historiography of working-class formation
for the period circumscribed in The Making.!”

Stedman Jones contends that the historiography of Chartism (and by in-
ference that on the early nineteenth-century working class) suffers from
economistic reductionism. He charges that historians have viewed poli-
tics in general, and its discourse in particular, as epiphenomenal, and
have thus misread Chartism’s impetus. Although he credits Thompson
for the centrality of politics in The Making, he critiques Thompson’s
concept of experience for posing a direct link between social being and
social consciousness. Stedman Jones’s solution is to propose discourse
as a crucial mediating link between the two. Through discourse, expe-
rience is given political form, a conflict-oriented consciousness is
fomented, and groups are wedded to programs of action.”®

From the 1770s through the Chartist decades, Stedman Jones finds a
radical political discourse as the raison d’etre of working-class dissent
and collective action. Founded upon Painite Republicanism, this dis-
course located working-class oppression in the political tyranny of the
wealthy, titled, and influential. Based on a theory of natural rights and
democratic constitutionalism, this radicalism argued that political
representation was the solution to working-class ills. The targets of its
attack shifted with changing realities and the discourse accommodated
itself to competing analyses, but the political core remained steadfast.
Chartism, as the apogee of this radical discourse, offered a palpable
political plan, not based in class interests, to eradicate working-class
misery. With state reform in the 1840s, however, it became an out-
moded interpretive scheme, eventually dissipating because of its irrele-
vancy."

For Stedman Jones, then, radical discourse played the central role in
the making of English working class: “Radicalism ... determined the
form taken by the democratic movement.”?" In this sense radical dis-
course was both the vehicle and the limiting factor for class agency.
Class struggle was possible because working-class groups were able to
translate the raw material of experience into an intelligible shared cri-
tique of their oppression as well as a program for action. Experience’s
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role in the process of class is bounded by the opportunities that any
given discourse presents as the essential mediator between it and con-
sciousness. In the process of class formation, the impact of economic
exploitation and political oppression becomes contingent upon cultur-
al dynamics.

Joan Wallach Scott and the gendering of class

Where Stedman Jones brings discourse squarely into the examination
of class formation, Joan Wallach Scott makes it the consuming object
of analysis. Claiming to adopt methods of analysis from deconstruc-
tist and post-structuralist theory, she provides a gender-based cri-
tique of The Making. Scott contends that these theories allow historians
to analyze the role of gender in the making of working-class labor,
social life, and politics.”!

Defining gender as the “articulation (metaphoric and institutional) in
specific contexts of social understandings of sexual difference,” Scott
argues that it, as all meaning, is a discursive field of power.?? We expe-
rience this power through discursively constructed meaning: “Without
meaning there is no experience; without processes of signification,
there is no meaning.”?* Experience and agency are thus actuated in dis-
course. It follows that the interests that motivate actors and the possi-
bilities for social change are discursively constructed. Class thus be-
comes a discursive “field that always contains multiple and contested
meanings.”>* As such, it is related to other categories within which
actors and their interests are constituted, gender foremost among them.

In Scott’s critique, Thompson’s history is androcentric, ignoring the
centrality of gender in the construction of class. The Making “is pre-
eminently a story about men, and class is, in its origin and in its expres-
sion, constructed as a masculine identity, even when not all of the
actors are male.”?® Gendering is immanent (though sublimated) in the
encoding of productive relations as masculine and of the domestic
sphere as feminine.? The “masculine” sphere of labor is seen as the
fount of class consciousness. Rationalist and secular aspects of work-
ing-class radical politics are portrayed as masculine; the expressive,
utopian, and spiritual are negatively constructed as feminine.?” Women
are thus relegated to two secondary representations in this process:
either they are part of the sphere of production, in which case they are
participants in the masculine construction of class, or they are regres-
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sive elements, whose expressive nature is “a troubling exception, assert-
ing needs and interests detrimental to class politics... %8

By locating the dynamic of class formation in labor exploitation and
rationalist radical politics, Thompson marginalizes the “feminine” in
the process of class formation according to Scott. The gendering of the
family division of labor, the role of the domestic sphere in the produc-
tion of class meaning, and the part of spiritual and utopian ideas in the
construction of class consciousness are all lost within this androcentric
reading. Women themselves are presented as “only partial or imperfect

political actors.”?®

Scott provides no alternative reading of English working-class forma-
tion, and indeed her deconstructionist perspective should eschew any
such essentialism. Rather, she challenges readers to dissect the many
moments of this history in which the constitution of class was deriva-
tive of the shifting meanings of gender. By producing such accounts we
will be able to understand how discourse organized lived experience,
and how the agency of working-class actors was bounded and realized
in the production of such meaning.>

Critically appraising the “Re-Making”

Both Stedman Jones and Scott significantly revamp The Making. While
Scott provides a more radical critique, their shared emphasis on dis-
course leads to certain commonalties of argument. In particular, both
concentrate on the role of discourse in the process of nascent class for-
mation.

The contributions can be assessed on three distinct levels. First is the
issue of their reading of The Making (and Thompson’s related work):
do they faithfully represent Thompson’s version of class formation?
Second is the question of whether these revisions have added to our
understanding of class formation, building upon the advances con-
tained in the experience/agency couplet. Do they provide theoretical
gains for the analysis of class formation? Finally, these approaches can
be evaluated at the level of historiography. Does Stedman Jones en-
hance our knowledge of radical working-class politics? Does Scott add
to our comprehension of the role of women in the formation of the
early nineteenth-century English working class? In each case I believe
that the answers are largely negative. However, the issues they raise
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about the role of discourse are important, and should be addressed
from a materialist perspective.

Readings of The Making

Both Stedman Jones and Scott offer reductionist accounts of Thomp-
son’s history, particularly the latter. Stedman Jones rightly isolates the
link between experience and social consciousness as a key dynamic in
The Making. However, he too readily attributes an unproblematic ver-
sion of this relationship to Thompson’s work. In fact, Thompson has
maintained throughout that experience and the consciousness to which
it gives rise exist in a complex dialectical relationship.®! The link be-
tween the two is never simply referential. Indeed, one of the principal
achievements of The Making is the detailing of the ways in which work-
ing-class groups fashioned an oppositional consciousness out of mani-
fold elements of plebeian politics and culture. Undergirded by a
Gramscian sense of cultural struggle, Thompson has always taken this
to be a central problematic in his analysis of class formation.

It is Scott, however, who provides the more reductionist version of
Thompson’s panorama. Her portrayal misrepresents The Making on at
least three themes: the unity of working-class culture, the essentially
masculine, rationalist form in which it is depicted, and the role of the
domestic in its development. On the first issue Scott contends that
Thompson depicts the growth of a working-class culture in “unified
terms,” in which he assumes “some exact fit between material life and
political thought” rather than examining its diversity. Thompson does
not systematically examine the connections between the various
strands of working-class culture which he charts, and there remains
theoretical and historical space to explore the ways in which these
strands were able to construct a unifying experience of exploitation and
oppression. However, as I have noted, he never insists upon a unilinear
conception of working-class culture, and the many facets of it explored
in The Making are clear evidence of this.>?

In her critique of Thompson’s version of working-class radicalism as
masculine and rationalist, and of the chiliastic religion of the period as
feminine, Scott presents a clean fissure in working-class culture where
Thompson finds many jagged edges. While he maintains a central role
for the rationalist and Enlightenment traditions (including, of course,
Mary Wollstonecraft, along with Paine and Godwin), Thompson never
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loses sight of the other elements of plebeian culture that workers drew
on in constructing a class consciousness. In the closing pages of The
Making he observes that,

...it is premature, in the 1830s, to think of the English working people as
being wholly open to secular ideology. The Radical culture which we have
examined was the culture of skilled men, artisans, and of some outworkers.
Beneath this culture (or co-existing with it) there were more obscure levels of
response, from which the charismatic leaders like Oastler and O’Connor
drew some of their support.??

Finally, Scott misrepresents Thompson’s characterization of the
domestic sphere. The Making is clearly deficient in its analysis of
domesticity, yet this absence does not necessarily lead to the conclu-
sion that it was a “place from which politics cannot emanate because it
does not provide the experience of exploitation that contains with it the
possibility of the collective identity of interest that is class conscious-
ness... ”* Thompson does understand the domestic sphere to be a
place crucial to the organic production of a working-class culture and
as a site where exploitation was acutely experienced.’® However, his
analysis centers on the exploitation of the domestic unit — not women —
and this omission needs correction.

The analysis of class formation: Agency and experience

These misrepresentations of The Making are grounded in alternative
theoretical approaches to the roles of agency and experience in class
formation. As we have seen, Thompson’s achievement has been to
show that class actors are not simply moved imperiously by structure,
but have an active hand in their making. However, in their revisionism
both Stedman Jones and Scott construct a neo-structuralism of dis-
course in which language is invested with imperial ascendancy, and
actors have diminished agency.

While for Stedman Jones experience remains the bedrock for action,
discourse becomes its grand interpreter, inscribing meaning on the les-
sons that experience renders. Initially it appears as a window of inter-
pretability and a means of setting an agenda for action; yet this sup-
porting role is quickly transformed into the impressario of the class
process. Discourse exists outside of the dynamics of ongoing social and
political life, rather than in a dialectic relationship with experience (as
cuiture does for Thompson). It mysteriously manages to accommodate
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itself to the change, yet its structure is never fundamentally threatened
by changes in material life. As such, discourse seems to be autogenic,
requiring neither experience nor any other facet of social life for its
continuity. In the end it imposes a structure on class action.

If in Stedman Jones’s formulation experience is a servant of discourse,
within Scott’s deconstructionist perspective neither experience nor
agency have substantive roles. For Scott, experience has no reality out-
side of its signification.

Its apprehension is reduced to a radically temporalized form, depend-
ent on context-driven processes of meaning production. Experience is
a marginalized process of iterated, and perhaps not cumulated epi-
sodes.?

Though Scott specifically argues for a concept of agency in this discur-
sively constructed world, it is essentially stillborn given her epistemo-
logical foundation.®® It is precisely in the discursive construction of the
subject that deconstructionism and its allied post-modern philosophies
deny agency in subjectivity. With consciousness and interests a product
of discourse, it would seem that the agendas of class (and gendered)
actors are given and not devised. Discourse operates largely as a struc-
tural constraint, rather than a facilitator for collective action or social
change.*

If we accept Thompson’s perspective on class formation as an advance
over more structural theories, then the discursive turn of Stedman
Jones and Scott is largely regressive. Within their analysis we lose sight
of the role of class actors in the making of class formations. Discourse
dictates world views, channels collective action, and itself becomes the
motor of change.

Moreover, even if we were to accept these discursive perspectives, we
are left with virtually no understanding of the dynamics of discourse or
the social change it produces. In the case of Stedman Jones, political
radicalism is a pre-given entity. Its mutations to accommodate new
working-class trials and experiences are noted but never wholly ana-
lyzed, and the underlying mechanisms for its success and failure remain
obscure throughout. For Scott, change is an inherent and endemic fea-
ture of discourse because of its essential polysemy. This deconstruc-
tionist vision of change, however, is essentially a synchronic under-
standing of many moments, in which the diachronic links are never
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adequately explicated. Within the discursive field the “supplement” of
meaning of any signifier lurks in the shadows, waiting to deny any fixity
of meaning. Scott does not actually address the process of class forma-
tion, and even the gendering of class actors (and action) itself is an
enigmatic process.*’

Failed revisions of politics and gender

Within each critique of The Making an analytic theme is used as the
scalpel for dissecting Thompson’s vision of class formation. For Sted-
man Jones, this theme is radical politics; for Scott, it is the process of
gendering. Renderings of each theme within a discursive perspective
are taken to highlight the failures of Thompson’s approach and to
recast the analysis of class formation. However, by proffering discourse
as the singular explanans of class formation they succeed only in
impoverishing both Thompson’s account and their alternatives.

In The Languages of Class, Stedman Jones seeks to discern the ways in
which meanings contained in political language forge a consciousness
of power relations and class. Within this formulation the lessons of
experience are never simply conveyed through language, nor do they
necessarily cumulate as class consciousness. Rather, class and interest
are taken to be discursive constructs. Discourse manufactures and
orchestrates demands, collective identifications, and the need for col-
lective action and redress.*!

While Stedman Jones isolates an important problematic, his singular
emphasis on the production of meaning reduces politics to a language
game. Politics devolves into the grand art of persuasion. Ultimately, the
boundaries and constitution of the political themselves become hope-
lessly muddled in the anterior dynamics of discourse. There is no co-
herent explanation for why actors would seek to politicize a facet of the
social world, accept a particular vision of the political over competing
forms, or even how actors have autonomy to effect transformations
within these discursively given perceptions. Such explanations require
recourse to non-discursive forces which have little causal role within his
perspective. As a result, we lose sight of the role of politics in the proc-
ess of class formation. In a world produced by discourse there is no
clear demarcation between class and politics, and no sure means of dis-
tinguishing the causal connections between them.*?
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For Scott, deconstruction leads to a neglect of the particular experi-
ences of women in class formation, the possibilities of greater gender
parity at junctures in the process, and a paradoxical essentialism. On
the first point, Judith Bennett observes that Scott’s concentration upon
meaning creates a myopic disregard for women’s lives.

Pursued on its own, the Scottian study of gender ignores women gua women
(a subject that still deserves greater attention); it evinces very little interest in
material reality (focusing on symbols and metaphors rather than experience);
and it intellectualizes and abstracts the inequality of the sexes. The hard lives
of women in the past; the material forces that shaped and constrained
women’s activities; the ways that women coped with challenges and obstacles
— all of these things can too easily disappear from a history of gender as
meaning.*?

Period histories still include precious little on women’s roles in the or-
ganization of domestic production, degraded trades, and on women’s
trade societies.** More importantly, as Maxine Berg has observed,
women formed crucial links among domestic production, consumption
and community networks, links vital to the process of class forma-
tion.*> Arguing that historians summarily define production as “mascu-
line” does little to advance our knowledge of the contributions and
experiences of women in these areas, while it tends to deflect attention
from them and toward those spheres of life supposedly encoded as
“feminine.” Indeed, an important missing piece in The Making is a full
explanation of how degradation of trades and gendering were inter-
twined in the capitalist transformation of domestic production.*

Just as significantly, Scott’s emphasis on difference and meaning
deflects attention from the possibilities of increasing gender parity
within the sweated trades during the period. Degradation was a great
leveller, and both women and men in the sweated trades of the period
shared the experience of exploitation. There is no disputing the argu-
ment that any trade that was seen as “women’s work” was also viewed
as degraded, nor that much of the wage work performed by women
continued to be segregated. However, the possibility of a lessening of
differences due to the importance of women’ wage labor to the house-
hold economy and their entrance into degraded (and previously male)
occupations also require greater scrutiny.*’

Much the same can be said of the contributions of women in politics
and protest. As Sonya Rose has noted, a great deal of the work in these
areas has focused on women’s participation as an extension of their
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domestic roles. Even though their public participation became increas-
ingly marginalized with the growing formalization of working-class
protest, women doubtless continued to shape ideas on justice, equality,
and mutuality central to working-class politics.*®

Finally, Scott’s reading of The Making and the period’s history at times
seems to take on an essentialism contrary both to her deconstruction-
ism and the complexities of the history itself. This is so in two respects.
First, while criticizing Thompson and other Marxist historians for myo-
pic visions of the development of industrial capitalism, she offers a per-
spective that appears equally partial: “...the sexual division of labor,
oppositions between work and family, household and workplace, men
and women, are what capitalism itself is all about.”* There is no ques-
tion that the development of capitalism is about such matters. However,
it is not all about them, any more than the transformation of the labor
process or the development of new class structures are our sole foci of
analysis.

Second, Scott argues that Thompson and other social historians treat
what is coded as “feminine,” as marginalized or excluded. However,
many historians have noted that the feminine at times had positive sig-
nificant social connotations. One striking example is the widespread
use of cross-dressing by male protesters. Male outworkers dressed as
women were not unusual features of protest involving the destruction
of machinery, as in the Luddite and Swing protests. Additionally, the
female image as a character of justice, as in the case of the Rebecca
riots, suggests another such construction.’® These histories then do il-
lustrate that the “feminine” could contain positive, even heroic, mean-
ings, and that gendering, as class, was a complex and context-depend-
ent process.”!

In summary, while both Stedman Jones and Scott seek to add new
dimensions to the analysis of class formation, their efforts fall short.
Under the encompassing perspectives of politics and gender, class for-
mation itself is obscured and the history reified. Discourse becomes
singularly causal, while the many facets of social life that constitute
lived experience are reduced to a system of meaning. However, expe-
rience is never so singular as to be captured within the confines of one
abstraction. What we need, and what the post-structuralists lack, is a
way of tying discourse to the complex processes of class formation,
showing how it is a mediating process. In the final section below, I sug-
gest some ways which this may be accomplished.
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Bringing in discourse

Regardless of their inadequacies, Stedman Jones and Scott have pin-
pointed an important problem in The Making. Through radical dis-
courses working-class actors become conscious of their positions, in-
terests, and agency. For Thompson the radical press offered a window
on class subjectivity, revealing commonalties between people in both
the pain of exploitation and the desire for redress.>? Yet despite its cen-
trality in the chronicle, the causality of discourse is enigmatic.

Within materialist approaches to language, however, we can find a
theoretical framework that ties discourse to Thompson’s understanding
of class formation. The starting point is Stedman Jones’s initial obser-
vation — that discourse mediates between experience and conscious-
ness. From this point, we can show how discourse serves to mediate
experience on the one hand, and on the other, the degree to which it
affects agency in the process of class struggle.

Contrary to the post—structuralist viewpoint, materialist theories assert
that people bring experiences to discourse, i.e., that material social life
has an apprehended existence prior to its discursive framing.>? Indeed,
materialist theories argue that discourse exists as a process because the
other material/social processes in which people engage beg a larger
symbolic ordering. Discourse is the process through which actors
create propositional or evaluative accounts of the relations between
themselves, other actors and situations, and larger social processes.
Actors and contexts are historically and reciprocally tied together in
the process. The process of meaning production is itself always gov-
erned by systems of rules delineating the use of the symbols that con-
vey meanings (signifiers), the meaning attributed to them, and restric-
tions on those who engage in the process. Discourse is thus viewed as a
productive process, with certain homologies to other forms of produc-
tion.>

As the production of social meaning, discourse is an ideological proc-
ess. It is ideological because it is through discourse that we provide (a)
generalized maps of relations among actors, contexts, and activities,
(b) evaluative frames for these, and (c) possibilities for alternative
social relations and situations.>® By linking diverse situations through
discourse we construct collective and supra-contextual ideological
frames for experience.
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Discourse can also be a hegemonic process because it orders collective
understandings of the world in particular ways, privileging some mean-
ings and precluding others that are potentially subversive. Additionally,
its rules can legitimate some actors and proscribe others from partici-
pation in the process of meaning production. In all of the above ways,
we may conceive of discourse (in part) as a lynchpin in a Gramscian
ideological “war of position” in class formation. Contests are waged
over the control of meaning production and, with it, ideological ascen-
dancy.>®

Since discourse largely is produced in social routines, we can see par-
tially recurrent patterns arising within its production, which I term dis-
course streams. This patterning over time creates sets of streams that
are tied to particular institutional and social spheres. Actors use these
streams to structure plausible accounts of situations and activities. For
any given historical period and for particular social and institutional
contexts there are a limited number of such streams through which
actors can structure accounts. Contrary to post-structuralist theory,
there are limits to the variability of this meaning imposed by the social
and material world (an object of analysis fundamentally different from
a literary text). These limits mark the number of plausible streams and
structure the discursive field within which actors produce meaning.

It is in the use of streams to construct meaning where we find agency
tied to experience in class formation. Discourse, while bounded, is
never simply referential. Its polysemy leaves it open to alternative (and
sometimes conflicting) interpretations. Further, the semiotic manipula-
tions of streams leaves them open for appropriation and transforma-
tion for use in different contexts from those of their origins. Thus we
find agency in the ways class actors are able to dominate the use of
streams within a discursive field to structure and articulate their views
of the world. The discursive boundaries imposed on this agency are
those where issues of intelligibility and comprehensibility arise. When
actors produce meaning through discourse streams they are at once
constructing a set of collective interests, as well as defining potentially
oppositional meanings and interests. Is is in this sense that we find a
“war of position.”

Finally, discourse is a process tied to forms of social organization and
action, institutional contexts, and collective resources. The availability
of streams is crucially dependent on the networks that compose a col-
lectivity, its ties to other groups and access to social spheres, and the



189

resources it has both to survey and appropriate streams in a discursive
field and disseminate proffered meanings. Parallel to Thompson’s con-
cept of culture, discourse in this formulation is a process of collective
activity.’’

In terms of the process of class formation then, discourse can be con-
ceptualized best as the process that bounds possibilities for collective
perceptions of class structure and struggle. It mediates the way in which
groups experience and react to the material and social forces that ani-
mate class formation. This is noted most easily in the sphere of ideol-
ogy and other forms of cultural production, in which collective actors
make sense of their experience.

Returning to The Making we can see how in Thompson’s history this
process was repeated among numerous working-class groups across
both time and nation. Through printed word (particularly the “un-
stamped” press) and oral tradition, and within political and trade or-
ganizations, the working-class was provided with a series of discourse
streams through which they framed their interests and those of their
antagonists. As Stedman Jones correctly asserts, these streams mediat-
ed between collective experience and consciousness. In this process
working-class groups exercised agency in constructing understandings
of their dilemmas. Discourse translated experience, informed context,
and posed possibilities. However, it did not impose grievances, paths of
redress, or class consciousness.

The underlying importance of discourse may be appreciated from the
start of The Making in Thompson’s emphasis on the importance of the
London Corresponding Society. The idea of “members unlimited” was
not only important for working-class organization, it was equally
important for the production of working-class discourse. The various
societies and committees that dot the subsequent course of Thomp-
son’s panorama are consequential in the same sense, for they all pro-
vided crucial social venues and organization within which the produc-
tion of discourse occurred.

As important (if not more so) were the many organs of working-class
expression that figure so prominently in Thompson’s account. They
can be conceived as having provided the partially processed materiel -
sets of signifiers and meanings — through which working-class collec-
tivities produced a consciousness of class. Cobbett and Carlile, Hunt
and Hetherington, Owen and O’Brien, all are crucial in The Making
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because they provided the working class with discourse streams
through which they could articulate their senses of oppression and
exploitation. Periodicals such as the Political Register, The Republican,
The Poor Man’s Guardian, as well as the myriad pamphlets that were
the staple fare of hawkers, provided archetypal streams that were
appropriated to express class consciousness in the “particular ways” in
which experience begged. They provided palpable models of the world,
which working-class groups refined and reformulated to reflect their
local exigencies and experiences. Through indigenous organization and
collective action these formulations served as a collective voice.

The Making then is partly a history of class agency through discourse
and of discursive transformation itself. What it is not is the history of a
single class discourse, if by that we conceive of a unitary, internally
coherent discourse stream (much as Stedman Jones’s political radical-
ism). Instead we find many intertwined streams, whose uses varied by
locale and group. The Enlightenment rationalism of a Paine or Carlile
was often found together with the utopian visions of a Spence or Owen.
As they were appropriated, many such streams were refashioned in
context to illuminate local experiences. An appreciation of their use
requires a firm grounding in these contexts. Thus, we should envision
these streams as operating in “class ways” not because of their signifiers
or specific meanings, but because of the processes by which working-
class actors employed them. In the sharing of streams across groups,
contexts, and locales successively larger, working-class collectivities
were included within their systems of meanings.

An equally central part of this history was the process of discourse use
as class struggle. Bourgeois and aristocratic groups also jockeyed
within discursive fields for ascendancy. Paternalism and Political Econ-
omy were but two such streams often used to proffer visions of the
world, and they themselves were subject to working-class appropria-
tion in particular contexts. The latter, a protean discourse in its halcyon
days, was a stream whose want of exactitude dismayed its practitioners,
and left it open as a terrain of discursive class struggle. While Adam
Smith was invoked by capital to justify free markets and unfettered
competition, he was also cited by workers to legitimize their claims for
high wages, a fair share of production, and the legacy of the worker to
“live by his labor.” In purveying popular Political Economy to the work-
ing classes, its champions frequently found that their attempts at
suasion were turned into something alien to their designs.>® Religious
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discourses, often one of the mainstays of attempts to “civilize” the
working classes, also composed a contested discursive field.”?

Through this conceptualization we can see that the challenge posed by
The Making is to obtain a better appreciation for the ways in which dis-
course both facilitated and limited working-class agency. This is the
case in at least two senses, both of which are lacking in Thompson’s
panorama. First, we need detailed analyses of the ways in which work-
ing-class groups conducted discursive struggles on the local level. This
includes both their decisions and actions in structuring a collective
voice within the discursive fields available to them, and the ways their
discourse helped to orient subsequent collective actions. Second, we
need further research on how groups bridged such locally produced
structures of meaning, to create larger frameworks for understanding
and articulating their senses of oppression and redress in regional and
national contexts.*”

Thus, we should view The Making as a vital first step in the analysis of
the ways in which discourse mattered in class formation. Thompson is
clearly sensitive to its role in the culture of the working class, though he
does not explicitly focus upon it. Further investigating the role of dis-
course should extend the genius of Thompson’s analysis.

Conclusion

More than twenty-five years after its publication The Making of the
English Working Class remains a landmark work in English history and
the study of class formation. Thompson’s formulation and application
of agency and experience in understanding the process of class forma-
tion have altered the ways historians and social scientists approach the
study of class. From its inception The Making has been a lightening rod
for criticism, some of it piquant and politically charged. In the latest
round of critique, Gareth Stedman Jones and Joan Wallach Scott have
argued that Thompson seriously neglects the role of discourse in class
formation, and in doing so has presented a partial and distorted pic-
ture. They each have offered analyses that find a central role for dis-
course in the process of class formation. Stedman Jones sees political
radicalism as a guiding force of working-class collective action, while
Scott finds a fundamental gendering of the ways in which the working
class was organized through discourse.
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Both Stedman Jones and Scott are clearly correct in observing that dis-
course played an important role in this working-class history, yet their
accounts are reductionist and highly skewed interpretations of a rich
and complex history. By privileging discourse as a casual force in class
formation they shunt experience and agency into minor roles, provid-
ing impoverished accounts of how the working class was indeed active
in its own making,

The alternative [ have proposed is to focus on discourse as an interme-
diate process linking experience and agency, animated through social
organization and collective action. The English working class of the
early nineteenth century faced degradation of their labor and political
oppression of rights they perceived as fundamental. In response to
these trials they constructed expressions of their grievances and visions
of solutions through the discourse streams available to them. Through
the contextual use of various streams they articulated a consciousness
of class. This process itself was part of the class struggle that was their
making. In this sense, discourse framed the painting of the panorama,
and perhaps added shading, hue, and perspective, but it did not create
the picture. As Thompson, following Marx, has observed, it is people
that do the making, even if it is not just as they please.
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