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Débats sur la classe dans la nouvelle gauche anglaise : 
E. P. Thompson vs Perry Anderson

1.  Edward Palmer Thompson, La Formation de la classe ouvrière anglaise  (The Making of the
English Working Class, 1963), trad. G. Dauvé, M. Golaszewski et M.-N. Thibault, Paris, Seuil, 1988
(2012 pour l’édition de poche en Points Seuil).
2. Perry Anderson, « Origins of the Present Crisis », New Left Review, janvier 1964
3. Tom Nairn, « The English Working Class », NLR, mars/avril 1964
4. Tom Nairn, « The Nature of the Labour Party », NLR, septembre/octobre 1964
5. E. P. Thompson, « The Peculiarities of the English », The Social Register, 1965.
6. Perry Anderson, « Socialism and pseudo-empiricism », NLR, janvier 1966.
7. E. P. Thompson, Misère de la théorie (The Poverty of Theory, 1978), trad. A. Blin, A. Burlaud, Y.
Douet et A. Feron, Paris, L’Echappée, 2015, p.206.
8. Perry Anderson, Arguments within English Marxism, Londres, Verso, 1980.

(1) It aimed at a (naturally, schematic) totalization of its object, that is, a characterization of al the
principal structures and agents in the field, rather than exploration of partial elements of it. It sought
to  situate  the present  in  a  much longer  historical  perspective  than was  customary  in  political
commentary.  Its  analytical  framework  was  avowedly  theoretical,  drawing  on  then  unfamiliar
resources of a continental – principally Gramscian – Marxism. It was resistant to the typical habits
of social patriotism, left or right, folkoric or historiographic, of the period.

P. Anderson, « Ukania Perpetua », NLR 125 septembre/octobre 2020, p.35

(2)  All  working  class  movements,  all  socialist  movements,  need  ‘theory’.The  problem  of
consciousness and the changing of consciousness is always a crucial one. But in England, as
Edward  Thompson’s  book  shows  us,  from the  beginning  the  question  assumed  quite  special
acuteness, due to the special form of bourgeois hegemony in England and the special, distorted
forms of consciousness this hegemony largely depended on. The problem was, to create theory in
an  environment  rendered  impervious  to  rationality  as  such;  to  create  the  intense  rational
consciousness and activity which were the necessary prerequisites of revolution in this society of
totemized  and  emasculated  consciousness,  to  generate  the  intellectual  and  emotional  force
capable of exploding the omnipresent weight of the tradition of the dead generations. The English
working  class,  immunized  against  theory  like  no  other  class,  by  its  entire  historical
experience, needed theory like no other. It still does.

T. Nairn, « The English Working Class », NLR 24, mars/avril 1964, p.57.

(3) A highly successful  agrarian capitalism, controlled by large land-owners, long preceded the
arrival of industrial capitalism in Britain, installing by the 1690s an aristocratic ruling class, flanked
by mercantile capital, at the head of a state shaped in their image—one which went on to acquire
the largest empire in the world well before the emergence of a manufacturing class of any political
consequence. The industrial revolution of the 19th century generated just such a bourgeoisie. But
in  not  having  to  break  feudal  fetters  in  its  path,  nor  possessing  either  the  wealth  or  political
experience of the agrarian aristocracy, the manufacturing class settled for a subordinate position in
the ruling bloc, sealed by the reform of 1832, generating no hegemonic ambition or ideology of its
own.

Anderson, « Ukania Perpetua », p.36

(4) More than this, I am not at all sure that they have located the real antagonist. Old Corruption
has passed away, but a new, and entirely different, predatory complex occupies the State. It is
surely to this new complex, with its interpenetration of private industry and the State (Government
contracts,  especially  for  war  materials,  of  an  unprecedented  size,  subsidies,  municipal
indebtedness to private finance, etc.), its control over major media of communication, its blackmail



by the City, its reduction of the public sector to subordinate roles, and its capacity to dictate the
conditions within which a Labour Government must operate – it is surely to this new Thing, with its
vast influence reaching into the Civil Service, the professions, and into the trade union and labour
movement itself, rather than to the hunting of an aristocratic Snark, that an analysis of the political
formations of our time should be addressed?

E. P. Thompson, « The Peculiarities of the English » (1965), 
in The Poverty of Theory, Londres, Merlin Press, 1978, p.56. 

(5) Anderson will have it that the “courage” of the industrial bourgeoisie had gone after 1832. But
what need did these bourgeois have of courage when money served them better? Why should
they take up arms against primogeniture when, with increasing rapidity, land was becoming only
one interest beside cotton, railways, iron and steel, coal, shipping, and finance? Classes do not
exist as abstract, platonic categories, but only as men come to act in rôles determined by
class  objectives,  to  feel  themselves  to  belong to  classes,  to  define  their  interests  as
between themselves and as against other classes. In the case of the conflicts between 1760
and 1832 there are certainly moments when the gentry and the manufacturers appear to offer the
poles around which antagonistic class institutions, ideologies, and value-systems might develop.
Such class institutions can indeed be seen, in the magistracy and Church on the one hand, and in
Unitarian or Quaker meetings and in the growth of a middle-class press on the other. The Priestley
Riots in Birmingham in 1791 show to what extremes this class antagonism might have grown.
Given this or that, all might have happened in a different way. But in fact it did not.

Thompson, « Peculiarities », pp.51-52.

(6) J’ai écrit si souvent sur ces sujets que j’ai lassé non seulement mes lecteurs, mais moi-même.
Je ne vais pas remettre ça. Les formations de classe apparaissent (comme je l’ai expliqué) au
croisement de la détermination et de l’activité autonome : la classe ouvrière « s’est faite autant
qu’on  l’a  faite ».  Nous  ne  pouvons  pas  mettre  la  « classe »  d’un  côté  et  la  « conscience  de
classe » de l’autre, comme deux entités distinctes, l’une suivant l’autre, car les deux doivent être
saisies  ensemble :  l’expérience de la  détermination  et  la  prise  en charge consciente de cette
détermination. On ne peut pas non plus déduire une classe d’une « coupe » statique (car elle est
un devenir qui s’effectue au fil du temps), ni la saisir comme fonction d’un mode de production, car
formations  de  classe  et  conscience  de  classse  (tout  en  étant  soumises  à  des  pressions
déterminées) prennent forme au fil du temps dans un processus  relationnel – un processus de
lutte avec d’autres classes – dont la fin reste ouverte.

E. P. Thompson, Misère de la théorie (1978), 
trad. A. Blin, A. Burlaud, Y. Douet et A. Feron, Paris, L’Echappée, 2015, p.206.

(7)  Firstly, he  [Thompson] has implictly identified historical agency with the expression of  will or
aspiration. Indeed, throughout The Poverty of Theory, the terms in which he conceives it tend to be
existential  in  range  –  ‘choice’,  ‘value’,  ‘decision’.  What  is  missing  from  them  is  any  due
complementary emphasis on the cognitive dimensions of agency. The sovereign practices of the
associated producers envisaged by Marx as the attainment of communism was not only a product
of will, but equally and indivisibly of knowledge. For any materialist study of the variable forms of
social agency in history, this component is central.

Perry Anderson, Arguments within English Marxism, Londres, Verso, 1980, pp.23-24.

(8)  Althusser’s  unilateral  and  remorseless  stress  on  the  overpowering  weight  of  structural
necessity in history corresponds more faithfully to the central tenets of historical materialism, and
to the actual lessons of scientific study of the past – but at the price of obscuring the novelty of the
modern labour  movement  and attenuating the vocation of  revolutionary socialism.  Thompson’s
passionate sense of the potential of human agency to shape collective conditions of life, on the
other hand, is much closer to the political temper of Marx and Engels themselves in their own time
– but tends to be projected backwards as a uniform weft of the past, in defiance of the millenial
negations of self-determination in the kingdom of necessity. Strangely, of two unbalanced sets of
generalisations,  Althusser’s  inclines  better  towards  history,  Thompson’s  towards  politics.  The
classical equipoise of the founders of historical materialism is some distance from both.

Anderson, Arguments, p.58.


