
C H A P T E R I I I 

The Economic Structure 

(i) Ownership Rights in Productive Forces 

T H E ECONOMIC structure of a society is the whole set of its 
production relations. Production relations are relations of effec-
tive power over persons and productive forces, not relations of 
legal ownership. But it is convenient to represent production 
relations as relations of ownership,1 and we now deepen our 
understanding of the economic structure by noting some 
features of the concept of ownership. 

To own an object is to enjoy a range of rights with respect to 
the use and situation of that object. (We use 'rights' widely, to 
cover any form of legal advantage, such as Hohfeld's claims, 
privileges, powers, and immunities.)2 The rights are limited by 
the character of the object and the nature of the prevailing 
legal system. Typical ownership rights are: the right to use an 
object o; the right to income generated by the use of o; the right 
to prevent others from using o; the right to destroy o; the right 
to transfer 0; etc. 

Sometimes a person has some of these rights but lacks others, 
and lawyers may need to determine what sets of rights suffice 
to constitute ownership. The answer to this question, important 
as it may be for legal theory, is immaterial to our purposes, The 
law may declare that the owner of a house is the retainer of the 
freehold, not the long-term leaseholder who enjoys current use 
of it, but we need not choose between them. What matters here 
are the elements of ownership, not ownership itself. These 
elements are the rights already mentioned, and we shall desig-
nate X as (some form of) owner of 0 as long as he has some of the 
rights over 0, possession of all of which marks paradigmatic 
cases of ownership. A diminution in the number of rights X has 
over 0 will count as a reduction in his ownership of 0. Today 

1 As Marx himself did, for reasons given in Gh. VIII , where legal descriptions 
of production relations will be eliminated. 

* See Fundamental Legal Conceptions, p. 71 et passim. 
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individual capitalists have less legal discretion over their 
holdings than they once did. They have fewer rights over what 
they own, and may be said, in our usage, to own what they do 
to a lesser extent.1 

Rights over an object o may be distributed across a number 
of persons. X may have right r over o, while T has right s: the 
freeholder has the right to transfer the freehold of an o on the 
income from which the leaseholder may have sole claim. Or 
each of X and T may have right r over o, with the content of r 
reduced accordingly, as when persons jointly own a house. In 
such cases we may say of each person that he partly owns the 
object o. 

In addition, the object o may be so divisible that X enjoys 
rights over one part of o while T enjoys rights over another part, 
as when persons share ownership of a house but do not jointly 
own all of it: if, for example, one person owns the top floor and 
another the bottom floor. Here we may say that each owns a part 
of o. 

We thus distinguish partly owning something from owning a 
part of it. This generates four possibilities: 

1 . X wholly owns all of o. 
2. X partly owns all of o. 
3. X wholly owns part of 0. 
4. X partly owns part of 0. 

The last three conditions are often difficult to discriminate 
in practice. If I have rights over the house during the day and 
you do at night, do we each—to that extent—own a (temporal) 
part of it, or do we each partly own it? If I have authority over 
the use of your labour power under certain conditions, do I 
partly own your labour power, or own (wholly or partly) a 
distinguishable part of it, that part capable of action in those 
conditions ? It will often matter that ownership is partial in one 
of the ways 2 to 4, yet it will not matter in which one. We shall 

1 It does not follow that the capitalist class has less control over the means of 
production. A reduction in control by individual capitalists can result from 
increased control by capitalists as a class, e.g., through the state. For illustration, 
see Kidron, Western Capitalism, pp. 9- 1 1 . Cf. German Ideology, pp. 387-8, and see 
Chapter X below, pp. 294-6. 
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then say that X owns some of 0, meaning this to be ambiguous 
across the three alternatives. We shall, moreover, use 'X owns 
all of 0' as an abbreviation for 1, and we shall say of an X of 
whom, with respect to a given 0, none of 1 to 4 are true, that 
he owns none of 0. 

Unlike the slaveholder, the lord of the manor has only some 
ownership of the labour power of the producer subordinate to 
him. He is entitled to tell the serf what to do with his labour 
power only some of the time. Unlike the proletarian, the serf 
has only some rights over his labour power, not all; but whereas 
the proletarian has no rights over the means of production he 
uses, the serf does have some. The lord may not expropriate 
his plot of land, while the proletarian has no means of produc-
tion to lose, belonging as he does—and in this sense—to the 
expropriated class. We may tabulate the ownership positions of 
immediate producers as follows:1 

T A B L E I 

The Means of 
His Labour Power Production He Uses2 

S L A V E 
SERF8 

PROLETARIAN J-OWNS 
INDEPENDENT 

PRODUCER 

None 
Some 
All 

All 

None 
Some 
None 

All 

The table gives three subordinate producers,4 and one 
independent. Since one may own none, some, or all, of each of 
one's labour power and means of production, there is a total of 
nine cases to consider. We turn to the remaining five. 

1 For farther discussion of these contrasts, and textual references, see Ch. VIII , 
pp. 222-3, Appendix I, pp. 333-6, and 'Marx's Dialectic of Labour', p. 244. 

* A more complicated table would be possible, with three columns, one for 
labour power, one for instruments of production, and one for raw materials. For 
discussion and references relevant to such a table, see Therborn, Science, Class and 
Society, p. 376. 

8 This characterization applies not only to serfs traditionally so called, but to 
all non-slave producers burdened with duties towards exploiters which do not 
result from a labour contract. 

* 'These are the three great forms of servitude': Engels, Origin of the Family, 
p. 160. 
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(2) Possible and Impossible Ownership Positions of Producers 

Here are the five combinations unnoticed in Table 1 : 

Which of these positions are tenable ? 
Case (5) depicts an incoherent set of rights. For if X is the 

sole owner of all the means of production he uses, as (5) states, 
he is entitled to use them without the direction or interference 
of another person. Yet (5) also states that X has no authority 
whatsoever over the disposition of his own labour power. 
Therefore what is said regarding his labour power is incom-
patible with what is said regarding his means of production. 
(As will be seen when we consider case (7), a producer's not 
owning his own labour power is compatible with his retention 
of some ownership of his means of production.) 

The impossibility of (5) may appear curious, since (5) is the 
mirror image of the proletarian, who owns all his labour power 
and no means of production, and the proletarian is not impos-
sible but actual. But there is a genuine disparity between the 
roles of labour power and means of production in these 
schemata. The proletarian may do anything he wishes with his 
labour power, short of violating the general laws of society, and 
nothing may be done with it without his contractual consent. 
He may not, of course, work with whatever means of production 
he chooses, but this follows from the exclusion of illegal 
behaviour in general. For parity, the person described in (5) 
should, in virtue of his supposed ownership of means of produc-
tion, be able to do whatever he wishes with them within the 
law, yet this is excluded by his being forbidden to work with 
them as he wills, which is not a general law, but a legal feature 
of his particular situation. Given that he owns no labour power, 
he cannot wholly own all of his means of production. 

T A B L E 2 

The Means of 
His Labour Power Production He Uses 

(5 ) ] 
(6)  
(7) VOWNS 

None 
Some 
None 
Some 
All 

All 
All 
Some 
None 
Some 

(8)  
( 9 ) . . 
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Case (6) is impossible for the same reason as (5) is. A man 
cannot have unrestricted enjoyment of means of production if 
his labour power is even partly owned by another.1 

Case (7), on the other hand, is not incoherent. That a man's 
labour power is entirely at another's disposal is compatible 
with his retaining some rights in the means of production he 
uses. He may, for example, be entitled to sell or lease them. 
This, then, is a possible case, but it is of limited interest. It will 
not effectively distinguish (7} from a slave that he partly owns 
(some of) the means of production he uses. For consider: full 
ownership of another's labour power entails the right to direct 
its use without compensating the labourer for his exercise of it. 
Standardly, the alien owner will want the labourer to survive 
able to continue working, so he will indeed ensure that he 
receives indispensable means of subsistence. Now suppose the 
labourer is entitled to some compensation because the means of 
production he uses belong to him. Then the master can reduce 
his subsistence ration, which he gives him gratis, by whatever 
amount the labourer receives as 'owner' of means of production. 
And so the labourer's position is not effectively superior to that 
of a slave.2 (To be sure, the master need not reduce the subsis-
tence ration, but we are concerned with what producers obtain 
as of right, and producer (7) has no right against the master re-
ducing the ration. Masters of ordinary slaves could also give their 
slaves more than what they need to stay alive and able-bodied.) 

In case (8) the producer owns some of his labour power and 
none of his means of production. We may say that he is partly 
enslaved and partly free in the manner of a proletarian. For 
example: for a certain stretch of the day or year he is bound to 
work for some particular person, but for the rest he may sell his 
labour power to whomever, if anyone, he pleases. (8) is a 
possible transitional form between serf and proletarian, covering 
serfs who have lost their land (means of production) yet retained 
some of their traditional duties. 

1 Unless the physical character of the means of production is such that the 
respect in which he does not own his labour power constitutes no bar to his 
untrammelled use of them. For example, he is bound to work for another only 
one hour per day after nightfall, and the relevant means of production are 
employable in daylight only. 

1 The above reasoning fails for a case where the cost of hiring the means of 
production exceeds the usual subsistence ration. 
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Case (9) describes a proletarian who owns some of the means 
of production he uses, or an independent artisan or peasant who 
does not own all of them. We shall look at the first variant in 
section (4). The effective situation of such a producer is at some 
point {not excluding the extremes) along a continuum between 
independent and proletarian status. 

Table 1 exhibits the central cases only, and is, even then, 
highly idealized. Real history exhibits important shadings and 
significant intermediate cases. The idea of a slave who is wholly 
at the disposal of his master is rarely exemplified. In ancient 
times slaves could own property—quite apart from the means 
of production they themselves used, as in case (7)—engage in 
trade, and contrive their own manumission.1 Developed Roman 
Law defined the slave pretty well as he is presented in Table I,2 

but the legal picture of the slave was not wholly faithful to 
reality.3 Perhaps the only 'true' slaves have been galley slaves 
and similar imprisoned labour. For their parts, serfs lack full 
authority over their labour power in significantly different 
ways. The grip the lord has on it may take the form of labour 
service, dues in kind, money rent, dues for the use of monopo-
lized facilities (such as the lord's mill), and/or a whole panoply 
of occasional payments (heriot, merchet, etc.). Some obligations 
rest on serfs individually, and others on the peasant community, 
which co-operatively sustains its lord. Proletarians merge into 
artisans, as we saw when discussing (9), and artisans enjoy 
many modes and degrees of independence. A craftsman who 
sells his entire product, year in and year out, to one merchant 
is unlikely to be as independent in fact as he is in law, and 
peasants, notoriously, can be independent in varying respects 
and degrees. 

Table 1 purports to distinguish slaves, serfs, and proletarians 
within the set of subordinate producers. In addition, the features it 
ascribes to slave and serf are respectively sufficient for occupancy 
of those statuses, but a person may own his labour power and 
none of the means of production he uses without being a 

1 See Finley, The Ancient Economy, p. 64. 
* See Grundrisse, p. 245. 
3 'There have been individual slaves who had the bad luck to be treated by 

their owners as nothing but a possession, but I know of no society in which the 
slave population as a whole were looked upon in that simple way.' Finley, Ancient 
Economy, p. 67. 
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proletarian. Top-salaried architects need not own the tools of 
their trade, but they are not proletarians. Table 1 says that if 
X is a subordinate producer, then if he owns his labour power 
but not his means of production, he is a proletarian. The seg-
mentation is within the set of producers who are subordinated. 
But what is a subordinate producer? 

(3) Subordination 

Subordinates have superiors, and in the case of slave, serf, 
and proletarian these are the master, lord, and capitalist, who 
enjoy the rights Table 1 withholds from producers by entry of 
'none' and 'some* in appropriate slots. At least three facts 
warrant the ascription of subordinate status to our three types 
of immediate producer: 

(i) They all produce for others who do not produce for 
them. The superior controls products they produce, as they do 
not control products of the superior, who commonly produces 
nothing. (Master and capitalist are the immediate recipients of 
the entire product, while the lord receives the surplus part of 
it.) 

(ii) Within the production process they are commonly sub-
ject to the authority of the superior, who is not subject to their 
authority. (The authority may be exercised directly, or dele-
gated to an overseer.) 

(iii) In so far as their livelihoods depend on their relations 
with their superiors, they tend to be poorer than the latter. 
Each non-producer typically receives more of the fruits of 
production than does each producer. Some Marxists deny that 
differences of income and wealth play a fundamental role in the 
constitution of classes. But income and wealth may reflect, and 
may (more or less readily) be transformed into, power over 
productive forces. It is consequently appropriate for them to 
figure in a Marxian distinction between ruling and ruled classes. 

Non-Marxists are wont to find reciprocity in the relations 
between the privileged and the subjected. It is said that the lord 
supplies protection in exchange for the provisions he receives, 
that the capitalist assumes risks in exchange for the profit he 
enjoys when they do not materialize.1 These facts, if that is 

1 This is better than the claim that the capitalist provides wages in exchange 
for the workers' labour. Workers produce the means of paying those wages. 
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what they are, do not diminish subordination in the asserted 
sense, but tend rather to consolidate it. To the extent that there 
is reciprocity, there is some justice in the subordination, but not 
a lack of subordination. 

How are the three features of subordination connected with 
the ownership relations exhibited in Table i ? In the first two 
cases the answer is fairly obvious. The rights over their labour 
power lacking to slave and serf are vested in superiors who so 
exercise them as to ensure that the three features obtain. Of 
course, there could be a kind of minimal 'enserfment', restricted 
to (say) one day of corvie per year, on the basis of which the 
person to whom service is due could not subordinate the person 
owing it. But a person so lightly burdened qualifies as a serf 
only under a pedantic reading of Table I. 

The proletarian's situation is different. No superior has 
rights over his labour power. His subordination ensues because, 
lacking means of production, he can ensure his survival only by 
contracting with a capitalist whose bargaining position enables 
him to impose terms which effect the worker's subordination. 
Through unionization proletarians improve their bargaining 
position and their consequent lot in all three dimensions of 
subordination. When the reduction of subordination is sub-
stantial, we may also speak of a reduction of proletarian status.1 

Increasingly self-confident workers may use enhanced bargain-
ing power to begin to wrest control of the means of production 
from capital, though this is not to say that the transition to a 
socialist economy is possible without political action outside the 
immediate economic relationship. 

(4) Redefining the Proletarian 

Table 1 not only omits variants and intermediate cases, but 
also idealizes the central cases, as was noted above (p. 68). 
The table says that the proletarian owns all his labour power 
and no means of production, but the second part of this descrip-
tion is not always true. Two counter-examples: 

(i) Schwartz works as a cutter in a dress factory. His job is 
to cut bolts of cloth into segments in accordance with patterns. 
Some of the cutting is done by means of a machine which 
Schwartz could not afford to buy. Some of it is done with 

1 For further discussion, see Ch. V I I I , section (7). 
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scissors which belong to Schwartz. So it is false that Schwartz 
owns none of the means of production he uses. 

(ii) Schwartz's brother-in-law Weiss works in a coat factory 
as an operator. He sews coats on a machine, which belongs to 
him. Bringing one to the factory is a condition on employment 
of operators.1 He uses no other instruments of production. What 
is more, cloth and thread are cheap, so that Weiss is able to buy 
his raw material and sew coats at home. 

Prima facie, Weiss constitutes not only a counter-example to, 
but a paradox for, the Marxian theorem that proletarians own 
no means of production. For an operator like Weiss is in 
general less well off than one whose boss supplies (maintains, 
etc.) the sewing-machine. Manifestly, Weiss is a proletarian, 
but he owns means of production, and is the worse off for it. He 
could wish not to have to own them. If he has nothing to lose 
but his chains, the sewing-machine he owns is one of them. 

Schwartz and Weiss represent cases in which relations of 
legal ownership are a poor guide to relations of effective control. 
These counter-examples exploit the possibility of discrepancy 
between the dejure and the de facto situations. The connections 
between production relations and their legal expressions will 
be determined in detail in Chapter V I I I . In solving the present 
problem, we anticipate some of that discussion. 

There is a passage in which Marx describes the gradual 
subjection of a once independent weaver to a merchant. Initially 
the weaver sells cloth to the merchant, on mutually advan-
tageous terms, and in no sense is he under the merchant's sway. 
But hard times supervene, and the weaver becomes dependent 
on the merchant's custom. Eventually the merchant supplies the 
weaver's raw material, and pays him what is in effect a wage, 
rather than buying his product : 

He purchases [his] labour and takes away, first, [his] property in 
the product, and soon also [his] ownership of the instrument— 
unless he allows [him] the illusion of ownership in order to diminish 
his costs of production.2 

If the 'illusion of ownership' is allowed, the weaver's situation 

1 This rule obtained in the early North American garment industry, and it 
was bitterly resented. 

1 Grundrisse, p. 510. 
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is comparable to that of Schwartz and Weiss. The latter work 
alongside others in a factory, while the weaver works at home, 
but this important difference may be neglected here. 

Now it is easy to see how the capitalist may gain by letting 
the weaver or Schwartz or Weiss own (some of) the instruments 
of production. But why, nevertheless, is the ownership 'illusory' ? 
What is missing, de facto ? 

First consider Schwartz, who owns the scissors. They are not 
enough for him to cut the material properly. He also needs a 
cutting machine, which he cannot buy. Thus the scissors, 
though means of production he owns and uses, are not means of 
production he can use productively outside subordination to a capitalist. 

Weiss meets the condition Schwartz just failed. He can do on 
his own what he does at the factory: sew coats. He need only 
take his machine home, buy properly cut material, and sew it 
up. But he cannot exploit his ownership of his machine to free 
himself from subjection to a capitalist. For he can produce 
domestically only on a paltry scale, and cannot enter trading 
connections which would enable him to compete with capitalist 
factories. He owns means of production, and can produce coats 
outside the capitalist relationship, but he cannot live by what 
he does with his means of production unless he does it under 
capitalist aegis. (Contrast the serf who lives by what he produces 
for himself on his own plot of land.) 
It is broadly true that the proletariat was formed when 

immediate producers were deprived of their means of produc-
tion. But lack of means of production is not as essential to 
proletarian status as is traditionally maintained. It is better to 
say that a proletarian must sell his labour power in order to obtain 
his means of life. He may own means of production, but he can-
not use them to support himself save by contracting with a 
capitalist. 

But now we need to consider whether the proletarian enjoys 
more than 'illusory' ownership of his labour power. His ownership 
of means of production is illusory because they are of little 
value to him unless he places them in the capitalist's service. 
But he must sell his labour power too. Both Weiss's machine 
and Weiss's labour power must be put at the disposal of some 
or other capitalist. Why, then, is ownership of labour power not 
equally illusory ? 
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Because the worker's ownership of the machine is adventi-
tious, whereas his ownership of labour power is not. The 
capitalist is able to supply the machine, and if it suited him, 
he would do so. If he abstains from owning it, that is because 
it benefits him not to. He has no such choice in the matter of 
labour power. He cannot own it instead of hiring it. He cannot 
acquire slaves or enslave proletarians. This confers on workers 
advantages they do not get from their occasional incidental 
ownership of means of production. It indicates the reality of 
their ownership of their labour power. 

(5) The Structural Definition of Class 

The discussion of the last section led to the suggestion that 
the proletarian is the subordinate producer who must sell his 
labour power in order to obtain his means of life. This definition 
retains defects, which we shall not in this work venture to 
repair. But we contend that it is a definition of the right type. 
It defines the class with reference to the position of its members 
in the economic structure, their effective rights and duties 
within it. A person's class is established by nothing but his 
objective place in the network of ownership relations, however 
difficult it may be to identify such places neatly. His conscious-
ness, culture, and politics do not enter the definition of his class 
position.1 Indeed, these exclusions are required to protect the 
substantive character of the Marxian thesis that class position 
strongly conditions consciousness, culture, and politics. The 
structural conception of class enables important distinctions 
between types of immediate producer. It was his perception of 
structure and its importance which led Marx to claim that he 
had discovered the anatomy of society. 

Edward Thompson has recommended against austerely 
structural definitions of the proletariat. In this section we reject 
his advice. But the error we shall impute to him has no bearing 
on his historical writings proper, whose magnificence is not in 
question. An important truth motivates his misconceived repu-
diation of the structural idea, and it is the truth, not the miscon-
ception, which shapes his work as an historian. 

Thompson's admonition may be found in several places. We 
1 Not even his behaviour is an essential part of it. See 'Being, Consciousness, 

and Roles', sections IV and V . 
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quote from the Preface to The Making of the English WorkingClass: 

. . . class happens when some men, as a result of common 
experiences (inherited or shared), feel and articulate the identity 
of their interests as between themselves, and as against those 
whose interests are different from (and usually opposed to) theirs. 
The class experience is largely determined by the productive 
relation into which men are born—or enter involuntarily. Class 
consciousness is the way in which these experiences are handled 
in cultural terms . . . If the experience appears as determined, 
class-consciousness does not. We can see a logic in the responses 
of similar occupational groups undergoing similar experiences, 
but we cannot predicate any law. Consciousness of class arises in 
the same way in different times and places, but never in just the 
same way. 

There is today an ever-present temptation to suppose that class 
is a thing. This was not Marx 's meaning, in his own historical 
writing, yet the error vitiates much latter-day 'Marxist' writing. 
'It ', the working class, is assumed to have a real existence, which 
can be defined almost mathematically—so many men who stand 
in a certain relation to the means of production. Once this is 
assumed it becomes possible to deduce the class-consciousness 
which 'it' ought to have (but seldom does have) if 'it' was 
properly aware of its own position and real interests.1 

Comments: 

(i) There is an argument in this passage, which proceeds from 
a true premiss to an unjustified conclusion. The true premiss: 

The connection between production relations on the one 
hand and consciousness, politics, and culture on the other is 
not simple. There is logic in it but not law. 

Conclusion: 

Class is not a matter of production relations alone, but 
involves the culture and politics growing out of them. Class 
embraces2 a process of self-creation on the part of production-
relations-defined groups. 

A compressed statement of the argument: 

1 Making of the English Working Class, pp. 9-10. See also ibid., pp. 213, 939. 
8 A vague word, chosen to preserve the ambiguity in the extract. Some dis-

ambiguation is offered across comments (iii) and (iv) below. 



THE STRUCTURA L DEFINITION OF CLASS 75 

Production relations do not mechanically determine class 
consciousness (p), 

therefore: 

Class may not be defined purely in terms of production 
relations (q). 

P is true, but q does not follow from it. We are at liberty to 
define class, with more or less (if not, perhaps, 'mathematical') 
precision, by reference to production relations, without infer-
ring, as Thompson says we are then bound to do, that the 
culture and consciousness of a class may be readily deduced 
from its objective position within production relations. 

The opponent Thompson envisages commits the same fallacy 
as his critic. He too supposes that if/) is true, then q is true. 
That is why he bases a denial of p on a denial of q> and erects 
a mechanical Marxism on a structuralist premiss. Thompson's 
suggestion that he reasons validly from a false premiss is 
unjustified. He is wrong that 'once it is assumed' that class is 
constituted by production relations, there is no escape from a 
mechanical Marxism which ignores the open drama of his-
torical process. The difficulty is not the opponent's premiss, 
whose innocence Thompson fails to disprove, but the hasty 
reasoning with which he follows it. 

Thompson's motive is to insist on p, with which we have no 
quarrel. But he mistakenly supposes that one who accepts a 
structural definition of class, and so rejects q, is thereby com-
mitted against p. There is no good reason to think that. 
(ii) In the second paragraph on exhibit Thompson employs the 
phrase 'so many men who stand in a certain relation to the 
means of production'. He must accept the coherence and 
serviceability of the concept it expresses, for in the first para-
graph he acknowledges the powerful influence of such common 
relationship on the cultural and political development of the 
men grouped by it. There is, then, nothing wrong with the 
concept, and 'class', in the traditional structural proposal, is 
just an abbreviation of the longer phrase. So at most Thompson 
could say that it is the wrong word for a good concept. But he 
has given no good reason for this view. 
(iii) We have not yet argued positively for the structural 
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definition of class. We have only shown that Thompson's rejec-
tion of it is badly grounded. The argument becomes more 
positive When we proceed, as we now do, to consider the alter-
native definition he favours. It is in fact unclear what that is, 
but at least two proposals appear to be conveyed by his text. 
The second, which is more peculiar, is dealt with in comment 
(iv). 
The first alternative is to regard community of production 

relationship as indeed necessary, but not sufficient, for class 
constitution. Class is formed only when the people who are thus 
grouped develop a consciousness of their common condition and 
interests. 

But what is the set of men bound by similar production 
relations when it is not (yet) conscious of itself? Marx called it 
a 'class-in-itself' in just that historical writing which Thompson 
considers authoritative.1 If Thompson were right, the French 
peasantry of the Eighteenth Brumaire could not be considered a 
class. This is a curious result, and hardly in line with the Marx 
Thompson invokes, who described them as 'the most numerous 
class of French society', the class base of Louis Napoleon's 
power.2 It is precisely because a class need not bt conscious of 
itself that the phrase 'class-in-itself' was introduced. 

Thompson asks, in effect, 'Under what conditions may we 
identify the working class as an active historical subject?' He sup-
plies a sensitive answer and a book which is a brilliant illustra-
tion of it. But there is a distinct question, namely, 'In virtue of 
what do the members of the working class count as members of 
that class?' The traditional answer is structural, and soundly 
so. Issues relevant to the first question have deformed Thomp-
son's treatment of the second. 
(iv) A different alternative conception of class relates to 

1 As opposed to a 'class-for-itselfthat is, conscious of itself as a class in opposition 
to other classes, and acting accordingly. The distinction is taken from 'Eighteenth 
Brumaire', p. 334, and a similar one is made at Poverty of Philosophy, p. 195. 
Compare also these statements*. . . the proletariat can act as a class only by 
constituting itself a distinct political party' and 'every movement in which the 
working class comes out as a class against the ruling classes and attempts to force 
them by pressure from without is a political movement' ('Hague Congress 
Resolutions', p. 291, and Marx to Bolte, 23 Nov. 1871, Selected Correspondence, 
p. 254, respectively). Note that what fails to act as a class when it does not rise to 
the political level is the proletariat, the working class. 

4 .'Eighteenth Brumaire', p. 333. 
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Thompson's denial that class is a 'thing'. This is a puzzling 
claim. Does 'so many men who stand in a certain relation to 
the means of production' denote a thing ? 

The denial that x is a thing has meaning only if there is some 
category with which thinghood is, in the given context, con-
trasted. If Thompson offers a contrast, it is the category of 
happening or process. He suggests it is that, not a thing, which 
a class may be said to be. But this way of speaking is pointlessly 
paradoxical. Is it not better to say that a class undergoes a process 
of cultural and political formation? How could it be that 
process? 
(v) The phrase 'Making of the English Working Glass' may be 
taken in two ways. It can refer to the making of the English 
working class into what it once was not: a self-aware group with 
definite political dispositions. Or it can refer to the making of 
the English working class out of what was not a class but just 'so 
many men who stand in a certain relation to the means of 
production'. Because he rejects the structural definition of class, 
Thompson intends his title in the second sense. But his oppo-
sition to structure is groundless, and his book loses nothing if we 
take its title in the first sense indicated. 

(6) The Individuation of Social Forms 

'Socialism', 'capitalism', 'serfdom', 'slavery'—these phrases 
denote stages in the 'economic development of society',1 and 
because the economy is the centre of society for Marx, he also 
describes them as social forms. But on what principle are social 
forms distinguished? Are different stages of capitalism, for 
example, several social forms or variations within one? The 
answer we favour correlates social forms with types of economic 
structure. We must therefore state how types of economic 
structure are to be differentiated. 

The economic structure of a society is the entire set of pro-
duction relations obtaining in it. As far as the bare logic of the 
concept is concerned, an economic structure could consist of a 
quite heterogeneous collection of production relations. We have 
not excluded the idea of a society dividing neatly, equally, and 
stably into sets of slaves, serfs, proletarians, and co-operative 
labourers, with none of these kinds of relationship dominating 

1 Critique of Political Economy, p. 21. 
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the rest. Yet though we can imagine this, we shall never observe 
it. For it lacks socio-economic coherence. Because real economic 
structures possess coherence, the types of economic structure 
displayed in history are only a subset of the types it is possible 
to imagine. In real and stable economic structures, one kind of 
production relation binding immediate producers is dominant, 
a proposition presupposed by the following remarks: 

Whatever the social form of production, labourers and means of 
production always remain factors of it. But in a state of separation 
from each other either of these factors can be such only potentially. 
For production to go on at all they must unite. The specific 
manner in which this union is accomplished distinguishes the 
different economic epochs of the structure of society from one 
another. In the [capitalist] case, the separation of the free worker 
from his means of production is the starting point given. . . . l 

'The separation of the free worker from his means of produc-
tion'—the phrase encapsulates the structured characterization 
of the proletarian written into Table i : his 'freedom' is his 
ownership of his labour power, his 'separation' is his non-owner-
ship of his means of production. The text thus recommends 
individuation of social forms (and thereby 'economic epochs of 
the structure of society') in production relational terms, as 
attempted in Table i. 

Note the unstated assumption (shown by reference to 'the 
specific manner') that the production relation binding imme-
diate producers will be broadly invariant across a single social 
formation: there will be no unordered melange of slaves, serfs, 
and proletarians. Equally, however, we shall not find societies 
which are purely slaveholding, or ail of whose producers are 
proletarian. Hence the need to speak of the dominant relation 
binding immediate producers.2 

We therefore say that there are as many types of economic 
structure as there are kinds of relation of immediate producers 
to productive forces. From the Marxian viewpoint, social forms 
are distinguished and unified by their types of economic struc-

1 Capital, ii. 34-5. 
8 For Marx's use of 'dominant' in the intended sense, see Theories of Surplus 

Value, iii. 419-20, where he adverts to the antebellum America® South. The concept 
of dominance deserves more clarification than I am able to supply here. See, 
further, Grundrisse, pp. 106-7. 
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ture, as individuated by the production relations dominant 
within them. 

(7) Modes of Production 

Up to now we have avoided the expression 'mode of produc-
tion' which occurs so copiously in Marx's writings. We have 
preferred to discuss the economic structure instead. What are 
the differences and connections between the two ? 

A mode of production cannot be identical with an economic 
structure, for a mode is a way or manner,1 not a set of relations. 
The economic structure is not a way of producing, but a frame-
work of power in which producing occurs. Whatever correla-
tions obtain between structure and mode, they are not one. 

A mode of production is a way of producing. But there are 
many ways of differentiating ways. My way of walking may 
differ from yours because I take another route, or swing my 
legs differently, or tend, as you do not, to stop, look, and listen. 
'Way of cooking' may refer to the ingredients used, to frying as 
opposed to boiling, to Greek rather than Italian, and so on. He 
who would identify social forms by their modes or ways of 
producing must indicate the dimension to which the relevant 
ways belong, 

What did Marx mean by 'mode of production' ? He used the 
term variously, relying on the reader to discern its import from 
its context of occurrence. Ambiguous use across distinct occa-
sions is a fault only if interpretation is difficult on the individual 
occasion, and this is rarely true of 'mode of production' in 
Marx. But since he handled the phrase freely, Marxists should 
not employ it unexplicated in the statement of central theses. 

There are, in fact, three senses of 'mode of production' in 
Marx, relating to what may be called (i) the material mode, 
(ii) the social mode,2 and (iii) the mixed mode, 

(i) The material mode. This is the way men work with their 
productive forces, the kinds of material process they set in train, 

1 Or, at a pinch, a process: Marx sometimes uses Produktionsprozess in apparent 
synonymy with Produktionsweise, e.g., at Theories of Surplus Value, iii. 491. 

Another near-synonym of 'mode* is 'system', in the sense of a procedure or 
modus operandi (e.g. the rotation system, the seniority system), rather than a unified 
set of elements (like the solar system, or the system of nation-states). 

4 The propriety of the nomenclature used to distinguish (i) and (ii) will be more 
evident when the results of Ch. IV are to hand. 


