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Ideas do not fall from heaven, and nothing comes to us in a dream.


Antonio Labriola1


Each decade we shiftily declare we have buried class; each decade the coffin stays empty.


Richard Hoggart2


Where the chains of capitalism are forged, there must the chains be broken.


Rosa Luxemburg3





1. Introduction: The Great Denial


Over the last four decades, as society has become more unequal than at any time since the 1920s, class has largely dropped out of mainstream discussion. As unions have been attacked, wages slashed, the welfare state ransacked and the number of billionaires has boomed, politicians, academics and commentators have lined up to announce that class is no more. The tendency reached a climax in 1999 after Tony Blair led the British Labour Party into a loving embrace with the free market and announced, ‘the class war is over’.4


Experts have been dreaming up ways to describe the world without mentioning Karl Marx’s ‘two main classes’ ever since the first working-class organisations emerged in the earlier part of the nineteenth century. These efforts, however, have peaked in the neoliberal years. In universities, labour-studies departments were closed and business studies flourished. Newspapers sacked their labour correspondents and focussed on stock prices instead of strike statistics. Ignoring their roots in working-class organisation, social-democratic parties everywhere dropped the rhetoric of class. Intellectuals from the right, the liberal centre and parts of the left fell over themselves to dismiss class by introducing a range of new social categories, separating class from any economic basis, reducing it to one division among many others or just denying it altogether.


Their efforts have taken many forms. One common theme is the idea that the workforce has become transient, no longer attached to particular workplaces or industries and, in one influential version, permanently precarious. Another idea is that production has become ‘immaterial’, creating information and services rather than goods or commodities. Other intersecting theories include the idea that the majority has become middle class or that the system is characterised by ‘wasteland’ populations, mainly but not only in the Global South, completely excluded from the world of capitalist exploitation.5 There is also a widespread view, often connected in various ways with the other ideas, that gender, sex, nation or race have supplanted class as the defining categories or identities in the twenty-first-century world.


On the few occasions when class is discussed, it too is often treated as an identity or a cultural category, linked to lifestyle, income and consumption rather than economic role. In the context of the massive expansion of consumer goods, this has helped to obscure or confuse real class distinctions. Commentators like to insist that the dwindling of a caricatured ‘old working class’ with cloth caps and overalls signifies that we are mostly all middle class. The fact that people from different walks of life sometimes wear the same brand of trainers or use the same mobile phone is presented as proof positive that we are living in a classless society where patterns of consumption trump our position in the world of work.6


It may seem paradoxical that class has been swept under the carpet just as inequality has surged, but there is a logic to it. Achieving a society as unequal as ours depended on defeating key bastions of working-class organisation. The reorganisation of capitalism that came to be called neoliberalism involved a concerted assault on the working class which had disastrous results for workers. Serial defeats for the working class lent credibility to the idea that workers had less social weight. The wave of new technology, plant closures and international restructuring that accompanied it appeared to give objectivity to the notion that we were dealing with a whole new social set up. And as we shall see, attacking the idea of class was an important element of the new class war that was unleashed by the New Right in the 1970s and 1980s. Ironically, surrender on this issue, and acceptance by parts of the left that class was no longer key, is one of the reasons why employers have achieved success in their class war.


Awkward attitudes


One group unconvinced by all this are working people themselves. Throughout the neoliberal years, an almost unchanged majority of British people have identified as working class.7 Even in the US, where the concept has been under extreme attack, most of those earning less than $50,000 a year call themselves working class.8 What is more, even in the darkest days of the neoliberal offensive, they have held on to many of the ideas historically associated with workers; a concern for equality, for public ownership, for trade-union rights and in general for limits to the power and wealth of big business and the rich.9


This book first of all puts the case that working people themselves were and are right. Far from disappearing, class divisions have deepened and the working class has in fact grown. As Marx eloquently explained in The Communist Manifesto, capitalism is nothing if not dynamic and fast changing. The neoliberal turn has involved traumatic transformation and reorganisation at every level of society, exactly the kind of ‘constant revolutionizing of production and uninterrupted disturbance of all social conditions’ that Marx wrote about.10 New industries have replaced old, new technologies have come to dominate, world production chains have been transformed, the machinery of state has been reengineered to serve big finance and corporate power unambiguously. All this, interwoven as it has been with the brutal drive to restore profitability, has had a devastating impact on the lives of billions. It has impoverished whole communities, thrown millions out of work, plunged entire regions into crisis, created massive population flows, and slashed the standard of living of huge numbers. Much less reported is the fact that all this has coincided with the majority of the world’s population becoming wage labourers for the first time in history.11


As with every major capitalist reorganisation, the neoliberal turn has restructured class in deep and complex ways. New production methods and opening up markets around the world have created new national and international divisions of labour. New technologies, management offensives and offshoring have driven down wages and conditions and broken up centres of working-class power. As part of this process, ruling classes have ruthlessly weaponised racial and gender divisions in new ways to divide populations and undermine resistance.


The offensive has massively weakened working-class organisation. It has hollowed out social democracy and led to a decades-long flatlining of strike action at historically low levels. The argument here is that the process as a whole has also intensified not weakened the hold of capital over the lives of the world’s populations. Amongst other things it has created new centres of production, both high and low tech, in many parts of the world. One result of the internationalising of production has been a ‘logistics revolution’: an explosion in transport and communications that has generated massive new concentrations of networked labourers. We have to understand the massive changes that have taken place in the world system, but we can only do that effectively if we grasp that it is still a system with the exploitation of workers at its heart.


These arguments are important not just because they challenge misconceptions about the nature of the world we live in, although that would of course be reason enough to make them. They matter too because they have a bearing on the very possibility of radical resistance and of alternative ways of organising society. Class is not just important as a category for understanding capitalist society. My contention in what follows is that it is the essential basis for critiquing it and ultimately transcending it. The downgrading of class risks abandoning any attempt at a total, holistic understanding of the capitalist world and, it inevitably follows, waving goodbye to the idea that we can fight for a fundamentally different and better one.


For this reason, amongst others, this book starts by exploring Marx and Engel’s writings about class. The two nineteenth-century socialists and writers were the first to place class at the centre of a theoretical world view and a political strategy. For them class was not one division or category amongst others. It was a social relation, and it was the defining social relation, one that profoundly shaped the whole of society. Understanding the class nature of society for Marx was neither simply a way of describing how society worked nor a guarantee that society would evolve into socialism. What was essential for Marx even in his most technical explorations of the way capitalism functions was the way in which it produces a class that has an interest in overthrowing it and an ability and a tendency to comprehend that interest consciously.


Marx’s insistence on the importance of class in the contemporary world was based on a desire to see an end to class and classes in the future. He saw that working people could only liberate themselves by liberating society as a whole; by dissolving classes altogether. There was nothing about class that made socialism inevitable, but the specific position and the experience of the working class under capitalism gave it an unrivalled insight into the way capitalism functions and the power to overcome it. It also gave it an interest in challenging every form of oppression in capitalist society.


This book goes on to look briefly at how subsequent history has been shaped by class struggles that have at times shaken capitalism’s foundations. It outlines the extraordinary spread of socialist ideas and organisation in the years after Marx’s death. Using amongst other things the World Labour Group Database developed by a group of US labour historians in the 1980s and 90s, it examines the extent and impact of the great cycles of working-class insurgency that followed.12 It is hard for anyone to deny the importance of class in the years of turbulence and revolution that followed the First World War. Chapter three examines the significance of some of the highpoints of those years.


After that, however, the consensus is that class lost its radical edge. The period after the Second World War is normally presented as one dominated by social peace and the incorporation of the working class into a new social compact with capitalism. Chapter four challenges this idea. The postwar years of relative calm were the product of the defeat or containment of a wave of working-class insurgency and an unprecedented rise in the rate of profit. Class struggle didn’t so much disappear as become depoliticised. The end of the boom reversed the terms of the equation. Alienation and apathy turned into a wave of anger that brought class back to the centre of the political stage. In reality, the period of the ‘post-war consensus’ was bookended by two of the three great peaks of twentieth-century class struggle, both of which presented real threats to the established order and raised the question of different ways of organising society.


In the process of re-examining some of the recent history of class struggle, the book puts the case that the ideas that Marx and subsequent revolutionaries have developed about class consciousness provide essential ways to understand the predicament we are in and plot a way out of it. Despite travesties and caricatures, the revolutionary tradition of Marxism has always attempted to understand the way class under capitalism can generate both resistance and passivity.


The great period of working-class insurgency after the First World War was accompanied by theoretical developments in the working-class movement on many fronts, but in particular a series of vitally important investigations into the interplay between class, consciousness and working-class organisation. This book puts the case that, despite serial misinterpretations, this revolutionary Marxist tradition has dealt more effectively than any other with the question of how an anti-capitalist consciousness periodically develops, but also how capitalism has managed to survive, despite the miseries it creates. It therefore provides an invaluable basis for discussions about the questions of strategy and organisation that face the left today.


Pessimism of the intellectuals


The setbacks for working-class struggle and organisation and the general retreat from class has had a damaging impact on the left. Opposition to neoliberalism has been weaker and more fragmented than it might have been, and has struggled to match the level of anger that has been generated. Social democracy’s move away from class-based politics has disappointed, demoralised and disorientated working people. Matters were made worse by the move away from class amongst ‘Post-Marxist’ intellectuals from the 1970s, often taking their cue from French philosopher Louis Althusser. Under rightward pressure, even self-identifying Marxists have tended to shy away from an analysis that puts class at its centre. The tendency in radical thought to downplay class and class struggle has encouraged a retreat from a concrete analysis of the economic system and sometimes even any real consideration of how society as a whole functions. A focus on the experience of particular oppressed groups has enriched the movement, but sometimes defaulted to a politics of identity that fails to link particular oppressions to a wider understanding of society.


One result of the retreat from class on the left is that various forces on the right have been able to move in and construct ‘ethnicised’ working-class identities like ‘the white working class’ or to draw sections of working people into populist cross-class alliances with fake anti-elite credentials. These projects are of course toxic. In reality, they tie workers to particular fractions of the ruling group, reinforce divisions and deflect popular anger against vulnerable groups in terrible ways. The spread of such right-wing identitarian politics in all its forms is one more pressing argument for the revival of an authentic politics of class that can start pointing to real solutions for the mass of the population.


For all the challenges that the left faces, pessimistic assessments tend to ignore the fact that there is a clarifying side to the popular experience of capitalism and the struggle against it. There is still a low level of industrial action in most parts of the world, but this should not be mistaken for complete passivity or co-option amongst workers. Neoliberalism has generated widespread discontent. The resulting radicalisation has produced a record level of social mobilisation.13 Millions have participated in enormous social movements, from the great anti-capitalist protests at the turn of the century to the anti-war movement that followed it, a variety of rebellions against austerity after the 2008 banking crisis, a series of mass democracy movements and waves of popular opposition to climate change and institutional racism. Working people were always involved and were often central to these movements.


Class is in fact starting to make a comeback. As neoliberal capitalism has proved incapable of solving society’s increasingly pressing problems, even of restoring profitability, attention has begun to turn towards the almost unimaginable divisions it has created, and the damage done. Poll after poll is showing increased opposition to inequality and the overweening power of big business. To the surprise of the pessimists and despite the weakness of the left, huge numbers of people have started to identify with socialism.14 Meanwhile, after years of fragmentation, tendencies towards the concentration of capital have created new centres of potential working-class strength and new vulnerabilities for the employers.


The Covid pandemic has served to re-focus attention on the crucial role played by workers with some of the lowest pay and lowest status in society, appropriately renamed ‘key workers’. In many countries, a labour shortage whose origins predated the pandemic has also exposed the indispensability of working-class people and at the same time provided extra leverage. Unions in some places are growing, new organising initiatives are being tried and there are signs of renewed confidence amongst workers to fight.15


As the accounts that follow show, class struggle doesn’t tend to rise on a gradual incline. Rather it escalates suddenly and explosively in leaps and waves. Since the second half of the nineteenth century, there has been a succession of such massive outbreaks of unrest. Insurgent struggles in the years before and after the First World War, following the Second World War, and from the mid-1960s to the late 1970s affected all the core capitalist countries and reverberated way beyond them. As a whole range of studies have shown, they were the result of accumulated tensions which ignited suddenly after years of compression. They arose at the intersection of dramatic economic and technological change with wider social crisis, often including war, and the failure of the established politics to deal with the needs and aspirations of new, radicalised working populations.16


Making detailed predictions of how such complex processes are likely to play out in the future would be foolhardy. It would however be equally mistaken for the left to ignore the fact that many of the characteristics that marked these great upsurges can be observed around us. It is not just that the working class continues to exist, but that working people are angry, alienated and much more active than is usually recognised, all in the context of a multi-level crisis in society. The argument here is that it is to this set of challenges that the left must turn if it is to make progress.





2. A Universal Class


The current denial of class is only an extreme case of a long-held aversion. Ever since independent working-class organisation emerged in the 1830s and 1840s, discussing class has been regarded as improper in polite society. The writing of history, which had from time to time recognised class and even class struggles as central to human development, defaulted to the celebration of evolution and progress or the mere description of facts and events. Classical economics, which up to then had admitted certain contradictions in capitalism, morphed in the mid-nineteenth century into the purely mathematical harmonies of vulgar liberalism. In philosophy, Hegel’s dialectics fell out of favour and were replaced either by mechanical materialism, various forms of idealism or, as in Nietzsche, an extreme subjectivity which openly declared, ‘The true world is unattainable, it cannot be proved, it cannot promise anything.’17 Sociology emerged in the second half of the nineteenth century as a science of society which recognised various connections between the individual and society but went out of its way to avoid making class central to its analysis.18


The establishment’s attempt to bury the whole notion of class should not be at all surprising. Denying or suppressing class is in fact an ideological necessity for our rulers. To maintain legitimacy, the capitalist class and its supporters need to do everything possible to distract attention from the fact of their minority rule, the economics on which it is based and the conflicts of interests it generates. In the words of Hungarian Marxist Georg Lukács:




…the rule of the bourgeoisie can only be the rule of the minority. Its hegemony is exercised not merely by a minority but in the interest of that minority, so the need to deceive the other classes and to ensure their class consciousness remains amorphous is inescapable for a bourgeois regime. (Consider here the theory of the state that stands ‘above’ class antagonisms, or the notion of an impartial system of justice).19





Suppressing the reality of class is also important for the confidence of the capitalists themselves. Their fighting spirit partly depends on the belief in the universality of their mission, so it is natural that their ideological history involves denying every insight into the divided, class nature of the society they have created. Every attempt is made to present the characteristics of capitalist society as natural and eternal rather than social and historical. Greed, competition and the urge to own private property are all explained as expressions of a timeless human nature. Various forms of oppression are justified by the inherent characteristics of those being oppressed. The abstract individual is celebrated as the irreducible element in society. As we shall see, this ideological job is made easier by the way capitalism tends to obscure real social relations by turning everything into commodities. As a result, underlying capitalist relations can take on the appearance of free exchange between disconnected, equal agents.


The argument of this book is that the great moments of radicalism and hope for change over the last two hundred years have all been times when class has reasserted itself in the face of this denial. The historical sketches that follow will show that sustained class struggle has a unique ability to destabilise the status quo. They also show that, almost by their nature, great class struggles create turmoil which tends to raise fundamental questions about existing society and how things should be run. The interaction between these two things, the social ferment and the intellectual radicalisation generated by class struggle, is the book’s central concern. To begin to understand it we must start with the great investigation of class and class struggle that Marx and his closest comrade Engels carried out as the working-class movement first emerged.


Marx’s breakthrough


Marx didn’t discover class. As he pointed out, bourgeois historians and economists had regularly used the concept before him.20 By the early 1830s, ten years before Marx started writing, radicals in Britain were beginning to organise a consciously working-class movement for the first time. In 1833, Irish-born radical Bronterre O’Brien, who went on to become a leader of the English Chartists, wrote as follows:




An entire change in society – a change amounting to a complete subversion of the existing ‘order of the world’ – is contemplated by the working classes. They aspire to be at the top instead of at the bottom of society – or rather that there should be no bottom or top at all.21





Marx and Engels were, however, the first to fully grasp the explosive significance of class for understanding society and for changing it. Their work is often presented as being centred on blind, inevitable, economic processes. In fact, the opposite is true. Marx and Engels’ ideas always had working-class self-activity at their heart because they saw in the working class the potential to overthrow economic necessity.


From 1840, Marx had read about the great workers’ struggles led by the Chartists in Britain and he was kept up to date by Engels after they met in 1842. In October 1843 Karl Marx and his wife Jenny moved to Paris where they came into contact with advanced working-class activists in French socialist circles. In 1844 Marx wrote excitedly of the Silesian weavers’ strike, the first major workers’ struggle in his native Germany. Two insights had drawn him in this direction. The first, clear in his 1844 work The Philosophical and Economic Notebooks, was the intuition that the exploitation of workers was the key to understanding the general misery and disfunction of emerging capitalist society. Exploitation and the lack of control that workers had over their work and the economy generally – their ‘alienation’ – was the secret to the inhuman and barbaric nature of contemporary society as a whole.


Secondly, as a result, Marx and Engels argued that the working class was the key to the fight for human liberation. Up until then most left-wing radicals hadn’t got beyond criticising the modern world, dreaming up utopian alternatives to it, demanding greater rights within it or plotting in secret societies to overthrow it. It was one thing to be a critic of capitalism and to seek liberation from it, but Marx recognised that theory had to become a material force. He saw in the working class a powerful group that had an interest in challenging the system. The working class was a real-world embodiment of practical and intellectual opposition to the system, it was ‘poverty conscious of its spiritual and physical poverty, dehumanisation conscious of its own dehumanisation’.22


If the class nature of society pointed to how capitalism could be understood, challenged and potentially overthrown, then it followed that the way capitalism structured class had to be analysed in full. As a result, Marx and Engels focussed on how society works economically. The German Ideology, written by Marx and Engels in 1845 and 1846, was the first full account of their new approach. Its starting point was that to understand society you can’t begin with the ideas it promotes, its morals or what people think about it. You have to grasp the way it is organised, its basic processes:




we do not set out from what men say, imagine, conceive, nor from men as narrated, thought of, imagined, conceived, in order to arrive at men in the flesh. We set out from real, active men, and on the basis of their real life-process we demonstrate the development of the ideological reflexes and echoes of this life-process. 23





The ‘real life process’ was at root the way people produce. As people develop their productive forces, they develop certain relations with one another and with nature. These relations take on a life of their own. As Marx put it a year later, ‘in the social production of their life, men enter into definite relations that are indispensable and independent of their will’. These relations constitute ‘the economic structure of society’.24


For Marx, then, class was never just a label for people or a way of describing social hierarchies or exposing inequality, however important it is to highlight these things. Class had to be understood as an active relation between groups of people in society. It captures how people in their real lives are tied together in the economy. What was crucial for Marx was to grasp the ‘active connection’, the ‘internal relation’ between capital and labour, and to understand that it creates a deep contradiction at the heart of society, a living contradiction that alone opens the possibility of the overthrow of capitalist relations.25


In February 1848, the month Marx opened The Communist Manifesto with the line ‘all history is the history of class struggle’, revolution broke out across Europe. The revolutionaries were fighting for political democracy and their leaderships were middle class. In France, though, for the first time in history, working-class people set up their own barricades and moved into struggle for their own social demands in the face of the emerging capitalist class.


As a result, 1848 proved to be a turning point. The emergence of the working class as an independent force shook society. It scared the bourgeoisie to such an extent that they became forever fearful of revolution. It was at this point that the discussion of class fell completely out of fashion in bourgeois circles. Liberal economists dropped the notion of exploitation and abandoned any idea that labour was the source of value. Historians like Guizot, who had explained the French revolution of 1789 in terms of ‘the various strata existing in society and their mutual relationships’, gave up on class and turned to presenting history as a narrative, a sequence of events without inner logic.26 Ever since, mainstream academics, politicians and journalists have tended to deny the existence of class, or if that wasn’t possible, to break it down into multiple categories, treat it as one division amongst many or as purely a matter of culture.


Class under capitalism


Various class societies have existed since humans produced enough for a surplus; goods over and above what is needed to survive on a daily basis. But in capitalism class relations have reached their fullest development. Industrial capitalism has only been around for about two hundred years and when Marx started writing it only existed in the north-western corners of Europe and on parts of the eastern seaboard of the US. Since that time, it has transformed the globe. Industry has reached every part of the inhabited world, sucking billions of people from traditional, rural communities into giant cities and factories. In the length of time that it took previous societies to move from the hoe to the plough, capitalism has taken us from the hand mill to artificial intelligence via the steam engine, electricity, the internal combustion engine and space travel.


Exploitation in previous class societies was driven by the immediate needs of the rulers. In the Middle Ages feudal lords used the surplus they extracted from the peasants to fund their armies and their own relatively luxurious lifestyles. Max Weber paraphrased Marx’s view of the feudal economy well when he said ‘the limits to the exploitation of the feudal serf were determined by the walls of the stomach of the feudal lord’.27 The unique characteristic of capitalism is that the expansion of wealth has become an end in itself: capitalism is driven by competition without limit to accumulate capital. In order to survive, the capitalists have to try constantly to increase their profits so that they can generate new investment. This they need to do to achieve the economies of scale and buy the new technology necessary to keep prices competitive and stay in business. This is what explains its dynamism, the speed with which capitalism came to dominate the globe and the ruthlessness with which it exploits workers.


It has led to a situation in which, more than any previous society, a singular economic relation, that between capital and labour, dominates. As Marx wrote in the Grundrisse, there is in all class societies, ‘one specific kind of production which predominates over the rest, whose relations thus assign rank and influence to the others. It is a general illumination which bathes all the other colours and modifies their particularity. It is a particular ether which determines the specific gravity of every being which has materialized within it.’28 But in developed capitalism, commodity production shapes society to an unprecedented degree. It has above all simplified class relations:




In the earlier epochs of history, we find almost everywhere a complicated arrangement of society into various orders, a manifold gradation of social rank. In ancient Rome we have patricians, knights, plebeians, slaves; in the Middle Ages, feudal lords, vassals, guild-masters, journeymen, apprentices, serfs; in almost all of these classes, again, subordinate gradations.


The modern bourgeois society that has sprouted from the ruins of feudal society has not done away with class antagonisms. It has but established new classes, new conditions of oppression, new forms of struggle in place of the old ones.


Our epoch, the epoch of the bourgeoisie, possesses, however, this distinct feature: it has simplified class antagonisms. Society as a whole is more and more splitting up into two great hostile camps, into two great classes directly facing each other — Bourgeoisie and Proletariat.29





Marx’s method was characterised by first identifying the essential trends and then elaborating how they and other elements combine in ‘a rich totality of many determinations and relationships’.30 The relationship between the bourgeoisie, the owners of capital, and the workers, whose labour expanded capital, was the determining relationship in society. This doesn’t of course mean that other classes didn’t exist. Marx spends a great deal of time describing intermediate classes, discussing for example the nature of the peasantry and the role of various professionals.


In a fascinating series of discussions of the role of intellectuals, for instance, Marx points out that the noun ‘intellectual’ was a creation of emerging capitalism. For Marx, the emergence of a new stratum of intellectuals was a result of two things. The first was that capitalists tend to be more actively involved in their work than were the previous land-owning ruling classes and were therefore too preoccupied with making profit to make much philosophy. For this reason, they needed to develop a separate group from outside their ranks to ‘cultivate the class’s illusion about itself’.31 This tendency was reinforced by the deskilling of labour and the resulting separation of work and technical knowledge accompanying the development of capitalism. Together, these trends led to a divorce between thinking and doing.


In general, Marx understood that professional intellectuals, dependent as they tended to be on the dominant class, were ‘drawn to the same problems and solutions’ as their masters and tended to ‘give a suitable high-flown expression to the universal fantasy spinning and indifference’.32 At the same time, as capitalism developed, there was a growing need for mental labour as part of the process of production. Engineers and clerks were necessary as well as overlookers and managers. Intellectual and manual labour were separating, but they were all part of the production process in different ways and the commodity produced was ‘the common product of these persons’.33
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