Notes on the Marxist View of Social Classes and Class Struggle.  (See chapter 1 of the Communist Manifesto for more details.)

A class, in the Marxist sense, is a group of people that share a common relationship to the means of production and an antagonism to another group of people that share a contrary relationship to the means of production. For instance, the bourgeoisie (or capitalist class)—consisting of those who own capital and put it to work to produce commodities that, when sold, bring profits that can be reinvested to increase capital—face the working class (or wage-laborers, or proletariat), those who own no capital but have only their ability to work to sell. These are the two major classes of capitalist countries in the nineteenth and twentieth century. 

Operating in the capitalist system, the capitalist class is motivated to pay as little as necessary to its employees; the workers are motivated to resist downward pressures on their wages and to fight for better pay and improved working conditions. Marx and those who agree with him believe that exposure to “scientific socialist” thinking can enable workers to “aim higher” and form political organizations that can eventually replace the capitalist system by a new one in the spirit of cooperation and radical democracy.

Social classes are not new. They have been around for millennia. 

When the mode of production changes, the class structure and major class antagonisms of society, tend to change as well.  Thus, in ancient Rome, where the slave mode of production was common, the major class antagonism was between the class of wealthy free slave-owning persons, which tended to overlap with the traditional elite families (patricians), and the slaves. Because they are owned by others, slaves do not even own their own ability to work. 

In the European Middle Ages, the feudal lords were also the big landowners, subordinate to them were their vassals (typically smaller landowners), and subordinate to both of them were the serfs, peasants tied to the land (who normally could not be dispossessed but could not leave), obliged to transfer a part of their produce to the lords over them. Even though the serfs had some customary rights, their inability to leave the land to which they were tied and their obligations to their lords, enforced by violence or threat of violence, left them almost as unfree as slaves.

Alongside the rural economy in the Middle Ages, there developed a modest urban economy:  craftsmen and merchants were largely located in the towns and cities.  At the top of the social organization of the crafts were guildmasters, who controlled admittance to the practice of the craft; below them were the journeymen, members of the craft without the power of the guildmasters but no longer apprentices; below them were the apprentices, subordinate to the guildmasters who were responsible for their training and certification. Apprentices were the least powerful of the three and were often exploited by the guildmasters.  The guilds exercised a kind of monopoly in the production of specific types of goods.  (The rising mercantile bourgeoisie eventually challenged the monopoly power of the guilds.)

As the modern (capitalist) era developed, the bourgeoisie (the term originally meant urban dwellers, especially those with a certain amount of property) first focused on trade (the mercantile bourgeoisie); then, as their capital grew, they began to invest in manufacturing, which involved (1) bringing large numbers of landless laborers together under a single roof,  (2) orchestrating an increasingly detailed division of labor, the beginning of an assembly line that positioned various detail workers in a rational sequence in accordance with their specific tasks, but work was limited to the use of human bodily energy, assisted perhaps by (3) domesticated animals and unprocessed or minimally processed natural energy (e.g., energy from wind and the natural motion of water) and (4) mass production made possible by (1), (2), and possibly (3).
The contradiction (conflict) between capitalists and proletarians first emerges in manufacturing capitalism. The growth of manufacturing capitalism enables the bourgeoisie (now a middle class between the feudal aristocracy and the rural masses) to begin to play an independent role in relation to the aristocracy. 
Modern industrial capitalism gets under way in the mid-to-late 18th century in Western Europe, by 1800 in the northern United States.  It continues to do, but on an even larger scale, what manufacturing capital did in the preceding period but now introduces steam- (and therefore fossil-fuel) driven machinery into production, creating the factory system. The assembly line is supplemented by the machine-driven conveyer belt. Industrial wage laborers hired by industrial capitalists now produce in factories using (fossil-fuel-driven) machines, which increase their productivity more rapidly than previously.

As the capital system expands, the national and global working class gets much larger, as subsistence farmers (mostly peasants) are driven off the land and into the urban proletariat. The wealthiest sector of the bourgeoisie becomes ever wealthier. But smaller capitalists are often  eliminated when they cannot out-compete the big bourgeoisie.  The financial bourgeoisie, centered in the big banks, encourages the formation of monopolies (or oligopolies) within the framework of the capital system. Monopoly firms are able to channel much of the surplus value, extracted from the workers by the capitalist class in general, from the weaker capitalists to themselves. Monopolies tend to earn rates of profit above the average. 
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