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vate property and creating private property. The abolition of private property
becomes a reality only when it is understood as the abolition of work." Marx, Notes
on F.List, 1845.

(8) Though Marx does not speak of "systems of production", the concept is clear-
ly in his writings. Cf. chapters 14 and 15 of Capital's Vol.I.

(9) On France and Spain, see the well-documented M.Seidman's Workers Against
Work during the Popular Front, UCLA Press, 1991.

(10) Pivert was the leader of a left opposition in the socialist party (which later
formed the PSOP in 1938).

(11) See note 9.

(12) Similar experiences took place in other countries and continents. In 1945, in
the north of Vietnam, 30.000 miners elected councils, ran the mines for a while, con-
trolled the public services, the railways, the post office, imposed equal pay for all,
and taught people to read, until the Vietminh put its foot down. As a Vietnamese rev-
olutionary recalled later, they wished to live "without bosses, without cops".
Promoting work was far from being their prime motive or concern.

(13) C.Malva, Ma nuit au jour le jour (latest edition by Labour, Espace Nord,
Brussels).At the same time, Belgium had to import thousands of Italians because the
local workers were reluctant to go down the mine.

(14) R.Grégoire & F.Perlman, Worker-Student Action Committees, Black & Red,
Detroit, 1991(1969). Also "The Class Struggle and Its Most Characteristics Aspects
in Recent Years...",Eclipse and Re-Emergence, 2nd edition, Antagonism Press,
London, 1998.

(15) Ph.Mailer, Portugal. The Impossible Revolution, Solidarity, London, 1977,
chapter 11. A lively account and thorough analysis.

(16) On how both Stalinism and nazism glorified work and social egalitarianism,
see Communism, ICG, n.13, 2002, "On the Praise of Work".

(17) On formal and real domination, cf. Marx's Grundrisse, and the 1961-65 man-
uscripts known as the "Unpublished VIth chapter" of Capital.

(18) Also the beginning of Capital's Vol.I, chap.16.

(19) At the time, various people had the intuition of the origin of surplus-value,
and some came close to formulating it, for example Flora Tristan in 1843.

(20) Any good biography of Marx describes his political activity, for instance
F.Mehring's and more recently F.Wheen's. In his introduction to Capital's volume I,
Marx paid tribute to his time when he compared himself to a scientist who discovers
"natural" laws. Fortunately, and in contradiction to Engels' funeral speech on his
friend's grave, Marx was not the Darwin of the proletariat. Nor did he think history
was foretold. To him, only a teleological mind would have the course of human his-
tory move to a pre-ordained end. There was no single line of evolution, as shown by
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up to now capitalist development prevented communist prospects from emerging.
Whatever the proletarians (or radical minorities) may have thought, they were fight-
ing for a capitalism without capitalists, for a worker led capitalism. A real critique of
work was impossible in the 60s-70s, and the "68"period is analysed as the last possi-
ble effort of labour to pose itself as the dominant pole within the capital-wage labour
couple. Now things would be completely different, because a restructured capital no
longer leaves any scope for a "workers' "capitalism. Théorie Communiste has been
the main exponent of this perspective. (5)

We're not lumping together people as different from each other as the SI and
Théorie Communiste. We're only dealing with one important point they have in com-
mon: the belief that asserting the importance of labour was a major obstacle to revo-
lution, and that this obstacle would be removed more by capitalist development than
by the proletarians themselves. It seems to us that these views are not borne out by
historical facts, and (more important) that their starting point, their "method", is
debatable. However, their defenders clearly uphold revolution as communisation,
destruction of the State and abolition of classes. So this essay will be less of a refuta-
tion than an attempt to think twice about work.

BEFORE 1914

A profusion of data shows that for centuries the workers used their professional
ability and dignity as justifications for what they regarded as their due. They acted as
if their right to a fair wage (and to fair prices, in the "moral economy" described by
E.P. Thompson) derived from their toil and competence. But, if they claimed and
rebelled in the name of work, were they fighting for a world where they would have
taken their masters' place ? Answering the question implies distinguishing between
workers' practice and workers' ideology.

Old time social movements are depicted as endeavours to achieve the utopia
where labour would be king. This certainly was one of their dimensions, but not the
only one, nor the one that gave coherence to all the others. Otherwise, how do we
account for the frequent demand to work less? In 1539, in Lyons, printing workers
went on a four months strike for shorter hours and longer public holidays. In the 18th
century, French paper-makers used to take "illegal" holidays. Marx mentions how
English bourgeois were shocked by workers who chose to work (and earn) less, only
coming to the factory 4 days a week instead of 6.

"To live as a worker, or die as a fighter." The famous Lyons silk-workers' motto of

the 1830s of course signifies a claim for work, but less for work as a positive reality
than as a means of resisting deteriorating pay. The 1834 silk-workers' insurrection

4

antagonism between labour and capital. The proletarians had at least grasped that they
lived in a world that was not theirs and could never be. We're not calling for a return to
a Golden Age. We're saying that the disappearance of this identification owes as much
to counter-revolution as to radical critique. Revolution will only be possible when the
proletarians act as if they were strangers to this world, its outsiders, and will relate to a
universal dimension, that of a classless society, of a human community.

This implies the social subjectivity indispensable to any real critique. We are well
aware of the questions raised by the word "subjectivity", and we surely do not wish to
invent a new magical recipe. For the moment, let us just say that we're not bestowing
any privilege on subjectivity against objective conditions which would then be second-
ary or negligible.

We've often emphasised that there's no point in trying to arouse a consciousness
prior to action : but any real breakthrough implies some minimal belief in the ability of
the people involved to change the world. This is a big difference with the 60s-70s.
Thirty years ago, many proletarians were not just dissatisfied with this society: they
thought of themselves as agents of historical change, and acted accordingly, or at least
tried to.

The subject/object couple is one of those philosophical expressions that a human
community would supersede: the declared definitive opposition between individual and
society, soul and body, spirit and matter, theory and praxis, art and economy, ideals and
reality, moral and politics... all relating to the dissolution of communities into classes
through the combined action of property, money and State power. Though not synony-
mous with perfect harmony, communism would try and live beyond such tragical splits
in human life. (27) "Subject" and "object" don't exist separate from each other. A crisis
is not something exterior to us, that happens and forces us to react. Historical situations
(and opportunities) are also made of beliefs and initiatives, of our actions -- or inaction.

Vaneigem's "radical subjectivity" (28) had its qualities (and its purpose at the time)
and one major weakness: it appealed to the free will , to the self-awareness of an indi-
vidual rising against his social role and conditioning. This is clearly not what we sug-
gest. Capitalism is not based on necessity, and communism (or a communist revolu-
tion) on liberty. The abolition of their condition by the proletarians cannot be separated
from concrete struggles against capital. And capital exists through social groups and
institutions. Objective realities, notably the succession of" systems of production" root-
ed in and dependent on the class struggle, are the inevitable framework of the commu-
nist movement. What we do and will do with it remains to be seen.

September 2002
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eliminate capitalists from the market and from their social function, and maybe force
them to join the associated workers: united labour would have beaten the bourgeois
at their own game.

1848 tolled the knell of the utopia of a wage-labour capital, of a working class
that would become the ruling class and then the unique or universal class through the
absorption of capital in associated labour. From then on, the workers will only be
concerned with their share of the wage system: via a growing union movement, they
won't try to compete with the monopoly of capital owned by the bourgeois, but to
constitute themselves as a monopoly of labour power. The programme of a popular
capitalism was on the wane. At the same time, the ruling classes gave up any attempt
at the "different" capitalism imagined and sometimes practised by innovative and
generous industrialists like Owen. At both ends of the wage system, capital and
labour knew their places.

This explains the paradox of a social movement that was so keen on separating
labour from capital, but which finally created so few producers' co-operatives. The
ones that existed were born out of the will of enlightened bourgeois, or, if they had a
worker origin, soon turned into business as usual.

The Albi Workers' Glassworks in the south of France illustrates this tendency. The
highly skilled glass workers, still organised on a pre-1789 guild model, had kept their
control over apprenticeship. It took 15 years to be a fully-fledged glass-blower.
Those labour aristocrats were paid twice as much as miners. In 1891, a several
months' strike against the introduction of new technology only resulted in the cre-
ation of a union, which the management tried to smash, thereby provoking another
strike. The bosses locked-out and refused to reintegrate the most militant strikers.
Out of this deadlock rose the idea of a co-op, which came to existence in 1892 after a
national subscription: some bourgeois helped, and the labour force contributed by
investing 50% of their wages (and 5% more in 1912). To be profitable, a co-opera-
tive had to combine high skills and income, popular support and outside financing.
Self-management soonlost any reality. The plant went through a series of industrial
disputes directly against the CGT,which stood in the dual position of the single union
and the boss (it was the biggest sharcholder):a several months' strike in 1912, 4
months in 1921, stoppages for 7 months in 1924, and so on.The co-op still existed in
1968.

Since the mid-19th century, co-operatives have lost their social impetus and all
ambition forhistorical change. When today the Welsh miners of Towers Colliery buy
out a workplace that theowners wanted to get rid of, and then manage it collectively,
even those who support and praise them do not consider their market and human suc-
cess as a solution that could be generalised.

WORK AS A FALLEN IDOL

AFTER OUR DAY AT WORK

19th century and early 20th century
communists often shared the progres-
sivism of their time, and believed that a
new industry and a new labour would
emancipate humankind. (22) A hundred
years later, we'd be naive to espouse the
exact opposite views just because they
happen to be fashionable. In fifty years,
the praise of toil and sacrifice has become
as outdated as the belief in the liberating
Horn of Plenty of the economy. (23) This
evolution is as much the result of the radi-

cal critique of the 60s-70s, as of a deepening of capital: making labour productive
today is achieved more through the work process itself than by outright discipline.
The computer screen is now the immediate supervisor of millions of industry and
service sector wage-earners. In its most advanced sectors, capital has already gone
beyond authoritarian hierarchy and work as a curse. "Autonomy" and "bottom-up"
are the in-words. The macho, muscle-bound, national (= white) worker image is giv-
ing way to a more open, multi-ethnic, male and female figure.

In 1900, you had to produce before consuming, and labour parties told the worker
he had to develop the productive forces first, in order to enjoy the fruits of socialism
later. Instead of a single Redeemer dying on a cross, millions of sufferers ("the salt of
the earth") would create the conditions of a better world. The consumer and credit
society has done away with that: painful self-exertion is no longer said to come
before pleasure. True, this goes together with the multiplication of sweatshops, of
forced, unpaid or ill-paid labour, and of a renaissance of slavery: such forms comple-
ment but do not contradict the general trend toward a de-consecration of work.(In
1965, unskilled mass workers weren't the majority of wage-earners either.)

Work is an idol, albeit a fallen one. Its imposition is no longer of a moral or reli-
gious kind("You shall gain your bread by the sweat of your brow"), but profane and
down-to-earth. In some Asian countries, labour is now being disciplined better by the
pressure of consumerism than by an appeal to Confucianism. In Tai-Peh as in Berlin,
public concern is about creating and getting jobs, not suffering to enter some earthly
or heavenly paradise. So work now calls for a critique different from the time when
an aura of self-inflicted pain surrounded it. Mobility and self empowerment are the
present slogans of capital. We cannot be content with anti-work statements such as
the ones that the surrealists were rightly making eighty years ago. (24)
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Bolsheviks, workers' control only i
served to curb bourgeois power, help
wage-earners to discipline them-
selves, and teach management to a
handful of future executives.

The oppositions' platforms (even
the radical one by the Miasnikov
group) might appear as an attempt to
assert the value of work and socialise
it: but it was even less feasible after
1920 with a world balance of power
that was unfavourable to wage labour.
Those proletarian expropriations and
reorganisations of production that
took place were emergency measures.
It would have been impossible to turn
these partial spontaneous efforts into
something systematic, and the prole-
tarians did not bother to. Labour kept
away from the programmes that
wished to make it (and not the “We Work Like Stakhanov!”

Bolshevik party) the real ruler.

In 1921, the toiling masses stood outside such a debate. The Workers' Opposition's

proposals, like those of Lenin's and Trotsky's, dealt with the best way to put people

to work in a society the workers had lost control of. The Russian proletarians weren't
keen to discuss the ways and means of their own exploitation. The debate that ensued
did not oppose socialisation of labour unbound, to labour under constraint: it meant a
rearrangement of power at the top.

The Russian revolutionary crisis shows that as long as capital reigns, labour can't
be liberated and must be imposed upon the wage-earners, and that its persistence in
one form or another is an unmistakable sign of a failed revolution. In 1917-21, the
alternative was between abolishing wage labour or perpetuating exploitation, with no
possible third option.

Russia was to experience the charms of material incentives, elite workers, hard
and forced labour camps, and "communist Sundays". But let's not turn history upside
down. The Russian proles did not fail because of a misguided belief in the myth of
liberation through work: it's their failure that gave a free rein to an unprecedented
glorification of work. Who truly believed in a "communist Sunday", except those
who could expect some symbolic or material reward out of it? Stakhanovism was to

8

what would force the proletarian, in his confrontation with capital, to attack his own
existence as a wage-earner, is tantamount to trying to solve in advance and through
theory a problem which can only be solved - if it ever is - in practice. We cannot
exclude the possibility of a new project of social reorganisation similar to that which
had workers' identity as its core. The railworker of 2002 can't live like his predeces-
sor of 1950. This is not enough for us to conclude that he would only be left with the
alternative of resignation or revolution.

When the proletariat seems absent from the scene, it is quite logical to wonder
about its reality and its ability to change the world. Each counter-revolutionary peri-
od has the dual singularity of dragging along while never looking like the previous
ones. That causes either a renunciation of critical activity, or the rejection of a revo-
lutionary "subject", or its replacement by other solutions, or a theoretical elaboration
supposed to account for past defeats in order to guarantee future success. This is ask-
ing for unobtainable certainties, which only serve to reassure. On the basis of histori-
cal experience, it seems more to the point to state that the proletariat remains the
only subject of a revolution (otherwise there won't be any), that communist revolu-
tion is a possibility but not a certainty, and that nothing ensures its coming and suc-
cess but proletarian activity.

The fundamental contradiction of our society (proletariat-capital) is only poten-
tially deadly to capitalism if the worker confronts his work, and therefore takes on
not just the capitalist, but what capital makes of him, i.e. if he takes on what he does
and is. It's no use hoping for a time when capital, like a worn out mechanism, would
find it impossible to function, because of declining profits, market saturation, exclu-
sion of too many proletarians from work, or the inability of the class structure to
reproduce itself.

A current subtext runs through much of revolutionary thinking: The more capital-
ism we have, the nearer we get to communism. To which people like J.Camatte
retort: No, the more capitalism we have, the more capitalist we become. At the risk
of shocking some readers, we'd say that the evolution of capital does not take us
closer to or farther from communism. From a communist point of view, nothing is
positive in itself in the march of capital, as is shown by the fate of classism.

THE RISE AND FALL OF CLASSISM

In practice, "classism" was the forward drive of the working class as a class with-
in capitalist society, where its organisations came to occupy as much social space as
possible. Labour set up collective bodies that rivalled with those of the bourgeoisie,
and conquered positions inside the State. That took - and still takes - many forms
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NO RIGHT TO BE LAZY

Let's rewind the course of history a little.
We'd be mistaken to think no-one cared about a
theoretical critique of work before the 1960's. In
the 1840's, Marx and others (Stirner for exam-
ple) defined communism as the abolition of
classes, of the State and of work. (7)

Later, in his Right to be Lazy (1880),
Lafargue was thinking ahead of his time when
he attacked the 1848 "Right to Work": work
P s e degrades, he says, and industrial civilisation is

inferior to so-called primitive societies. A "strange folly" pushed the modern masses
into a life of work. But Marx's son-in-law also belonged to his time because he par-
took of the myth of technical liberation: "the machine is the redeemer of mankind".
He did not advocate the suppression of work, but its reduction to 3 hours daily.
Though pressing a few buttons is usually less destructive than sweating from morn-
ing till night, it does not put an end to the separation between the productive act and
the rest of life. (It's that separation that defines work. It was unknown in primitive
communities, uncommon or incomplete in the pre-industrial world, and it took cen-
turies to turn it into a habit and norm in Western Europe.) Lafargue's provocative
insight was a critique of work within work. Interestingly, this pamphlet (with the
Manifesto) long remained among the most popular classics of the SFIO, the old
French socialist party. The Right to be Lazy helped present work as a boon and an
evil, as a blessing and a curse, but in any case as an inescapable reality, as unavoid-
able as the economy.

The labour movement wished (in opposing ways, of course, according to its
organisations being reformist or revolutionary) the workers to prove their ability to
manage the economy and the whole society. But there's a discrepancy between these
sets of ideas and the behaviour of wage earners who did their best to get away from
the "implacable imposition of work" (point 8 of the KAPD programme). That phrase
isn't trivial. It's significant it should come from the KAPD, a party whose programme
included the generalisation of grassroots workers' democracy, but came up against
the reality of work and its role in a socialist society. The KAPD did not deny the
alienation inherent to work, yet wanted it imposed on everyone for a transition period
to develop the bases of communism to come. That contradiction calls for an explana-
tion.
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tionary reformism": urging the bourgeois to develop capitalism and create the condi-
tions of communism. Among other things, Marx supported the German national
bourgeoisie, praised Lincoln, sided with quite a few reformist parties and unions
while relentlessly targeting anarchists... (20) Shall we also have to agree with Lenin
(because he acted like a new "revolutionary bourgeois" ) against Gorter and Bordiga
? And was Roosevelt a better (though unconscious) contributor to human emancipa-
tion than Rosa Luxemburg ?

Anyway, from now on, all ambiguity is said to have been cleared up. We should
be entering the final stage in the history of wage-labour: work is said to be now less
and less available, more and more de-skilled, devoid of any other meaning but to
provide an income, thereby preventing the wage-earner from adhering to capital, and
to the plan of a capitalism without capitalists. Reaching this threshold would make it
impossible once and for all for labour to assert itself as labour within capital.

The underlying logic to this approach is to search for an un-mediated class rela-
tionship that would leave no other solution for the proletariat but a direct (class
against class) confrontation with capital.

Determinism revisits history to locate the obstacle to revolution, and discovers it
in the form of the social space that the workers supposedly wished to occupy inside
capitalism. Then that option is said to be closed now: such a social space does not
exist any more because in fully real domination capitalism is everywhere. The rea-
sons for past failures give the reasons for tomorrow's success, and provide the
inevitability of communist revolution, as the obstacle is cleared away by the comple-
tion of what is described as capital's quasi natural life cycle.

In other words, the revolutionary crisis is no longer perceived as a breaking up
and superseding of the social conditions that create it. It is only conceived of as the
conclusion of a pre-ordained evolution.

The methodological flaw is to believe in a privileged vantage point that enables
the observer to grasp the totality (and the whole meaning) of past, present and near
future human history.

In short, the causes of our previous shortcomings are not sought in the practical
deeds of the proletarians. The dynamic element, the decisive one, is supposed to be
the movement of capital. The mutual involvement of capital and labour is reduced to
a one-way relation of cause and effect. History gets frozen.

We would prefer to say that there is no other limit to the life-span of capital than
the conscious activity of the proletarians. Otherwise, no crisis, however deep it might
be, will be enough to produce such a result. And any deep crisis (a crisis of the sys-
tem, not just in it) could be the last if the proletarians took advantage of it. But
there'll never be a day of reckoning, a final unmediated showdown, as if at long last
the proletarians were directly facing capital and therefore attacking it.

27



b

-oFeURW 0A1309][00 [enULlOd € oW} Swes oY) Je Jou Sem 9[FINuS JO ue3I0 dANI[[0D
QU L, "S[1OUNOD WLIOJ JOU PIP (SOEET Y3 UT S Y} UT ISOY} 9YI]) SIONIOoM PIsLIO[Ae],
'SI9)SEW U0 Jeym dZeuBW(J[OS) 0} YSIM AUO
ueod du( ‘uononpoid Jo A1eqol3 oy Aq Jou ‘SySe} JO JUANU0D Y} £q pajIun 1oJuo|
OU 9Ie SIIOAN “AJTun s3I sasO[ JIOAN H[dS ST £31[e30], "UMO SIY SE 1 pIe3al 0} J[qe
ST IO)I0M JAI}OJ[0O OU ‘SUSUIIUOD IOIY} 10 0M) wol) syuouodwod sastdwod ysniq
-[[300) B 10 Jed B USYA\ “syun uononpoid ojeredss Ajjeorydei3ood uoomiaq se jueyd
Q) opIsul pAjudwISel} uoaq sey Jeys ssaooid anoqe] e Surdeurw 93BSIAUL JoUURD AU
“IONI0M PI[[ISUN J0J03S OJTAIIS IO [RLISNPUI Y} JO ISBD Y JOFUO] OU Sem STy,
'S09 10 SOSH] OY} 0} dUNWIWO)) SLIEJ Y}
JO yreuLIoyye oY) woaj of1] sse[o Juryiom padeys jey) suonmusul Jo yIomiou [njromod
& ul pue ‘o8en3ue] o1y10ads & ur ‘9yeo oy 10 qnd oy} Ul JOLISIP SIONIOM O} Ul ‘OIS
9y) Ul ‘3urjoow uoun Ay} Ul paIsIxa eyl (L1[ear pue AW yoq) Aunwwod e Jo uols
-UQJX0 UE Sem AOBIOOWOP ,[ELISNPUL,, 10 SIONIOAN YIM POsuddsIp oq pinood ssoq oy}
0S :S9SIUBFI0 A[o10W SSOq Y} YOIyM s3Se} WI0F1od s1o3I0M oy ], Ayoteue S1093I1n0q
s Aeme Op 0} PalIunaI A[011eI00Wdp 9q 0) Pey| Jey) SUWLI JO UOTOUUO0D-IuUl
UE SB JO POAIOOUOD SBM [IIYM ‘AIOI00S 9[OUM O} [OPOW JWES dY} UO Pue ‘A10)9e] oY)
oFeuew AJOAIIO9[[0O P[NOD Y NUIY) O} WIY IO [0130] }1 P WIEd) JIOM SNOWOoUoIne
KJoATIE[O1 B Ul 99U0LIOdXd SIH 'S9SS0Q INOYIM **'SOLI0JOR] JUBIS UO PIseq dImng e ur
g 9sed oy ur punoj 9q 03 Jou sem 93y UIP[OD) SIH “IOO0P JO UBWABM[IEI JOUIW ‘10
-10M [BIOW JO AJIOLI)OJ[D PI[[INS Y} 10J 3oeq Sul03 ou sem Iy} ‘AIenjuod ay) uQ
‘(queg
s,91doad s,oue[g SO 03 10 ‘UOYPNOIJ B[ B JIPAId 991 0} syuey) O[dwexo 10J) $19339)
-Kouow Jo pooyy A11adoiad juopuadopur ojearid e 03 pue ‘doyssiom [[ews Y} 0} UINjol
pue A1030€] F1q 9y} UO OBQ S} UIN} P[NOM JB) UONESI[BLISNPUI UB JO WEIP PINod
Aoy :orgoeynuew 9y ul 19Y3030) paysnd uswsyeId g Jo 9sed Y} Jou Sem SIY
"WOISAS ABM[TERI Q) AT dM ‘Soul] Aem[Iel oy} UL Op\ :AeS 0} papInud are Aoy} ‘souidud
ure} 9INjoBJNUBW JOU Op UdWABM[IEI YSNOy[y o1e A3y jeym donpoid A[oA13o9]
-]00 A9y3 uaym pue ‘op A9} Jeym [yIm AJ1udpl ued pasjoAul ojdoad oyy uoym oasuos
soyew AJUo SIY ], " /A10J0€} 9} UNI SIONIOM I} ‘QUIU Y} UNI SISUIW 9} 107,
(8) “(x07e]
JuowoFeUR A JIJJUIOS pue “IdI[Ied drnjoejnuew 03 pasoddo se) Ansnpur o[eos o3re|
JO y3M0IS oy} YIIM PIpIouIod 3] “(ULI0F ISI[OIPUAS ATRUOIN[OAI S)I Ul A[Te[nonted)
Jasiyoreue,, Aq se [[om Se WSIXIBJA, AqQ poLLIed sem uonelidse jey ], *£19100s-191unod
® OJI[ JO Aem B 910m A9y} :suorun pue sonted 31q uey) o10W 910M S[BUONBUIIU] PIIY ],
PUE PUOOSS Y} USYM JUSWOAOW JINOQR] A} JO AepAdY oy} Ul 3SOYSIY S} I8 Sem PlIom
\SIONIOM B P[ING 0} pue SSe[o Juljn y) se sioxIom oy} dn 10s 03 uoneardse oy,

AN0IVT AATIIS 40 VIdOLN V SV INHIWHADVNVIAL . SHINIOM

9¢

-NJOAQI,, S,S[OSUF pUB S,XIBJA PI[[BO U0aq Sey Jeym AJusnl pnom siyy ‘Kem oy Ag
-oseyd eury oyy Surredod soseyd jo eouonbas parmbair oyy papraoid sey o[33nns
SSE[O oY) ‘U [IU) IoYel ‘AIessa0ou Jo -- 9[qIssod uonnNjoAI SO Jet]) JUSWOoU
[eo110)S1Y oY} In0qe JuLiq 0} PANQLIU0d AJUO Sey A)IAnde ueLrejd[old [eorper ised
‘uonn[oAa1 1dooxd uondo I9YI0 Ou S9ABJ[ Jey) PloysaIy} B ‘ssapuiod A[1033n sowoo9q
ULIOJOI UQUM P[OYSAIY} B SOWOD 10U} MON ‘wsI[ejides uojor oy 9[qe uedq AJuo
JABY SIOIOM U} Mmou 0} dn 9sneoaq ‘Aressoodu uooq sey o3e)s [euly jey) 210§oq paudd
-dey sey 1oa0jeyM JRY) 9AQ1[9q AU, 31 Ao;msap Ing 1 Josdn isnf 3 uom wIsAs ay) Jo
SunjIom JouUl 9y} UdYM 93e)s ojewnn ue Jo Surwod ay) e[nisod sopeIwod awog
(‘saanyrey ised uo WYSI [[NJ B MOIY} P[IOM PO o}
JO uononnsap oy} [[im paysijduroode udym AJUo ISI[IEd J0IM dM SY) “UONI[Oqe SII
03 se wsifeides Jo Aymunuoo ayy 03 Jurod suosear Auew Se ‘MOLIOWO} PUe ABPIAISIL
‘JJosy Inq Suryjou sure[dxo [opow [BO130I0Y) Y 91} [[13S SI wsijeIrdes J1 s18dK paIp
-uny e ul pasn dq [[1Is pue ‘Aejurgopur pajeadar oq Aew Juruoseas jo ad£ jey |, ‘uon
-njoAal & Jo Ayjiqissodwur ay) 31 WOl JONPap OS[e P[NO dU(Q) "UOIIN[OAI JO- AJISSQ00U
UoAd 10 - AIqissod oy} y3rm apnjouod ued ouo ‘feyrdes jo soussardruwio oy woi
‘uon
-NJOAQI 0 1991)S ABM-QUO © 9IOM 1 JI S UOIIBSI[IAIO ISI[eIIded 1891} 0} SOLIBUOIIN[OADI
Suowre Aouopud} [BIQUAS B UO SOSNO0J WISIUIWLIAIP JO anbnuo anQ -, [edr3ojopoyiow,,
P9[0 9q PINOJ SMO[[O] JRYA\ "[eOLIO)SIY Aurewu sem Aesso s1yy Jo 1xed jsiry oy,

HIONAIOS LOVXH ON SI NOLLNTOATY

107}

-InJ udA9 31 dofoAdp prnoys 91 SuIeys JO PedISul ‘SISLID 9I0AS & Jey) [edrxopered oq

PINOM }] "SIOYIO OU} YIIM UMOP SO0T uonejuasaidal jey) ‘poIojjeys sI SNSUISUOd [B100S

Y} USY AN IOYI0 AUk 9q 3,UBD QI “MIOM JO AS0[0apI Isi[eInded oy SI ‘Soxe) 31 WO}
IOAQJRUYM JI0oM JO AT0]09pI Oy, "SSe]d SuI[nI oy} JO 9SOy} dIe I[N Jey) Sedpl oy [,

*0Ie0 A[[BOI JOU S0P 9[1 PUE JURI A} Isneddq Aeme opej A[[enpeid

SULIOJOI 9SAY) UAY) :Wed) oM ) Jo Awouoine oy 3dnisip 03 pajuswdjdwr A[uo

a1e JUoUIdIMOdWR-01 PUE JUSWYOLIUD ol 10 SOWIYIS SNOIOUL) "SIPeI) uMop Ful

-yeaiq pue 3ul[ys-op £q nq ‘1ooydoys oY) uo AuIrp [euorssojord s1ow Furmolsaq

Aq SIOYI0M PA[IS O} 18JOP J0U PIP JudwdFeUuRA] JIF1jualog ng “dn 31 udye) dARY
PINOM WSIPIO ‘P[O} SOWIAWIOS AI,IM SE [BIJUIO St sem Inoqe] Jo uonowoid oy J

‘Ansnpul 9eds 93Ie[ JO UONESI[BIOUIS ) YIIM PaIoyiim pue 9aed Joulw e

paferd Amuad yig| oy JO pud Y3 Je Inoqe Jo Sy oy} o1] suonesiuediO Tomod

Inoqe[ Jo Jururedieq dy) :UOIOUNJ [BIUISSI JIY) SUTBLUAI JeyM 3SnoIy) A30[09p1

SIy} poAoAUO0d suorun jng ‘suorssardxd urew sy Jo ouo (j juelrodur st siyy pue) A[uo



ment organ. The strike and occupation committee was only an aggregate instrument
of solidarity, and provided the leadership of that specific movement: it was not a
body that would represent or incarnate labour for other tasks (particularly the running
of the firm). The Taylorised workplace leaves little room for managerial aspirations.

It's interesting to observe that after 1945, workers' councils re-emerged in State
capitalist countries that remained mainly in the large scale mechanised industry stage,
and were hardly penetrated by Scientific Management: East Germany, 1953; Poland,
1955 and 1971; Hungary,1956; Czechoslovakia, 1968.

"The future world must be a workers' world", as a Chinese communist put it
around 1920.There lay the dreamland of skilled labour. However, after 1914-18, even
where in Europe the movement was at its most radical, in Germany, where a sizeable
minority attacked unions and parliamentary democracy, and where groups like the
KAPD would implement a workers' programme, there were hardly any attempts to
take over production in order to manage it. Whatever plans they may have nurtured,
in practice neither the Essen and Berlin workers nor those in Turin put work at the
centre of society, even of a socialist one. Factories were used as strongholds in which
the proletarians would entrench themselves, not as levers of social re-organisation.
Even in Italy, the plant was not a bastion to be defended at all costs. Many Turin
workers would occupy their workplace in the daytime, leave at night and come back
in the morning. (Such behaviour will re-occur in Italy's Hot Autumn, 1969.) This is
no sign of extreme radicality. Those proletarians abstained from changing the world
as much as from promoting work, and "only" snatched from capital what they could
get. That unformulated refusal of work contrasted with thousands of pro-work
posters and speeches. It just showed that these proletarians weren't totally caught in
the framework where they'd been trapped, and where they'd trapped themselves.

FRANCE, JUNE 1936 (9)

Much has been written about the transformation of factories into closed-in work-
ers' fortresses. But the June 36 sit-downs never aimed to re-start production. Their
objective was less to "protect” the machinery (which no saboteur threatened) than to
use it to put pressure on the boss and to have a good time. The conscious festive
dimension was far more important than an alleged will to prove productive abilities
superior to those of the bourgeois. Very few even contemplated worker management
of the occupied plants. A harsh and alienating place was turned into liberated space,
if only for a few weeks. It certainly was no revolution, nor its dawning, but a trans-
gression, a place and time to enjoy a somewhat illegal yet fully legitimate holiday,
while winning substantial reforms. The striker was proud to show his family round
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march, and (at least until now) uses social crises to regenerate itself. The contradic-
tion of the proletarian is to be the bearer of a commodity that contains the possibility
of all others, and can transform everything, while having to sell this commodity, and
therefore to act and picture himself as a valoriser. The potential gravedigger of the
system is the same one who feeds it.

Only with commodity exchange do relationships between humans appear as rela-
tions between things. The 19th century worker tended to see in capital only the capi-
talist. The 21st century wage-earner often perceives capital as just... capital, and not
his own activity that (re)produces it. Fetishism still rules, albeit depersonalised The
denunciation of exploitation usually misses what economy is: the domination of
everything and everyone by production for value. Actually, what's at stake from a
communist point of view is not what capital hides and what most proletarians have
the intuition of: the extraction of surplus-value. What's at stake is what capitalism
imposes daily in real life and impresses on our minds: the economy as something
obvious and inevitable, the necessity of exchanging commodities, of buying and sell-
ing labour, if we wish to avoid want, misery and dictatorship.

True, contemporary work does not socialise well because it tends to become a
pure means of earning a living. Still, that socialisation does not vanish. (The emer-
gence of radical reformism has to do with its persistence.) As a Moulinex laid-off
worker said in 2001: "The hardest thing now is to be alone." The ideology of labour
power is the necessary ideology of the proletarian within capital. That commodity is
the prime reality of billions of men and women. The proletarian is never reduced to
what capital turns him into, yet he feels a need to be recognised and socially
enhanced, and that need is based on his only asset: work. He has to have this positive
image of himself, if only to be able to sell himself on good terms. In an interview, the
job seeker will not devalue himself. If he did, he would submit to the common preju-
dice that debases the competence of a simple order-taker.

On the other hand, non-adherence to work is not enough to guarantee the possibil-
ity of revolution, let alone its success. A proletarian who regards himself as nothing
will never question anything. The unskilled worker of 1970 was convinced he was
doing a stupid job, not that he was stupid himself: his critique addressed precisely the
emptiness of an activity unworthy of what he claimed to be. A purely negative vision
of the world and of oneself is synonymous with resignation or acceptance of any-
thing. The proletarian only starts acting as a revolutionary when he goes beyond the
negative of his condition and begins to create something positive out of it, i.e. some-
thing that subverts the existing order. It's not for lack of a critique of work that the
proletarians have not "made the revolution", but because they stayed within a nega-
tive critique of work.

The affirmation of labour has not been the principal factor of counter-revolution,
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SPAIN, 1936 (11)

Apart from farming estates, many com-
panies were collectivised and production
restarted by the personnel. Often because
the boss had fled, but sometimes to "pun-
ish" one who'd stayed but sabotaged pro-
duction to harm the Popular Front. That
period gave birth to a multitude of mean-
ingful experiences, like waiters refusing
tips on the motive that they weren't ser-
vants. Other endeavours tried to suppress
money circulation and develop non-mer-
cantile relationships between production
and between people.

Another future was in search of itself,
and it carried with it the superseding of

work as a separate activity. The main —
- ) . ) o e
objective was to organise social life with- Without Discipline There Is No

T )
out the ruling classes, or "outside" them. Victory

The Spanish proletarians, in the factories as well as in the fields, did not aim at
developing production, but at living free. They weren't liberating production from
bourgeois fetters, they were more plainly doing their best to liberate themselves from
bourgeois domination.(12)

In practice, the democratic management of the company usually meant its union
management by CNT and UGT (the socialist union) activists or officials. It's they
who described self-governance of production as the road to socialism, but it does not
seem that the rank and file identified itself with such a prospect.

Loathing work had long been a permanent feature of Spanish working class life. It
continued under the Popular Front. This resistance was in contradiction with the pro-
gramme (particularly upheld by the anarcho-syndicalists) calling the proles to get
fully involved in the running of the workplace. The workers showed little interest in
factory meetings which discussed the organising of production. Some collectivised
companies had to change the meeting day from Sunday (when nobody cared to turn
up) to Thursday. Workers also rejected piece rates, neglected working schedules, or
deserted the place. When piecework was legally abolished, productivity fell. In
February 1937, the CNT metalworkers' union regretted that too many workers took
advantage of industrial injuries. In November, some railwaymen refused to come on
Saturday afternoon.
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value as the result of a uniform totality. Managers know their Marx better than Toni
Negri: they keep tracing and measuring productive places and moments to try and
rationalise them more and more. They even locate and develop "profit centres" with-
in the company. Work is not diffuse, it is separated from the rest. If manual labour is
evidently not the unique or main source of value, if "immaterial" labour is on the
increase, work remains vital to our societies. It is strange to speak of an "end of
work" when temp agencies are among the largest employers in the US.

In a country like France, though sociologists and statisticians tell us that there are
more office than factory workers (now reduced to % of the working population), the
latter - 80% of whom are male - are often married to the former. As a consequence,
40% of kids are living in a household where one of their parents is a "blue collar"
worker, often employed in the service sector. Instead of walking through factory
gates every morning, he is in charge of maintenance, drives a heavy vehicle, moves
goods in a warehouse, etc. Half of French workers aren't "industrial" anymore. Still,
thus defined, workers are the most numerous groups. Whether they're old-style facto-
ry operatives, service sector manual wage-earners, taylorised clerks, cashiers, etc.,
underling wage-earners compose over half of the French working population. (It
would be interesting to have the exact figures for a would-be "city of the future" like
Los Angeles.) These facts do not change anything in the validity or vanity of a com-
munist perspective: their only merit is precisely to show that nothing fundamental
has changed since the 19th century. According to Marx's own figures in Capital's vol-
ume I, there were more servants than industrial workers in mid-Victorian England.
Should the theory of the proletariat be wrong, it was already so in 1867,and it isn't
wrong in 2002 because there aren't enough workers left.

Capitalism is the first universal exploitation system. Surplus-labour is no longer
extorted from someone who organises and therefore controls his production to a large
extent, as was the case of the peasant under Asiatic despotism, the serf pressurised by
his lord and by the taxman, or the craftsman dominated by the merchant. These
weren't exploited within their work: part of the fruit of their labour was taken away
from them from outside and after it had been produced. Buying and selling labour
power introduces exploitation, not on the edge of human activity, but in its heart.

But, because of that very process, because the wage-earner sells his labour power,
he lives inside capital, he makes capital as much as he is made by it, to a far higher
degree than the peasant depended on his master and the craftsman on the merchant.
Because he lives (and resists, and fights) inside capital, he produces and shares its
essentials, including consumption and democracy. Because selling his life force is
necessary to him, he can only despise and reject his work, in reality and in his mind,
by rejecting what makes him exist as a wage-earner, i.e. by rejecting capital. In other
words, if it's got to be more than everyday resistance, refusal of work is only possible
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and of what it thinks it is. The collieries' self-esteem was socially conditioned. The
official Miner's Status (which dates back to that period) granted quite a few advan-
tages, like free medical care and heating, but also put the mining areas under a pater-
nalistic supervision. The CGT controlled labour and daily life. Being regarded as a
loafer was close to being treated as a saboteur, or even as a pro-nazi. It was up to the
foreman to decide how much coal was to be mined. Piecework ruled. To put it mild-
ly, what productive eagerness there was lacked spontaneity.

Real miners' pride had more to do with the community of labour (festivals, rituals, soli-
darity...)than with the content of work, and even less with its alleged purpose (to produce
for the renaissance of France). In the 30s and 40s, the diary of a radical miner like
C.Malva never mentions the beauty or the greatness of his craft. To him, work was work
and nothing else. (13)

Productivist practices and speeches also filled a gap. Everyone, including the common
man, claimed to be a patriot and accused the bourgeoisie as a whole of collaboration with
the Germans. Coal was also the prime energy source, and a precious one in a devastated
economy. Let's add a direct political cause to this near fusion between patriotism and pro-
ductivism: it helped people forget the support given to the Hitler-Stalin pact by the French
CP, its denunciation of the war in 1939-41 as "imperialist", and its late involvement in the
anti-German Resistance.

Putting the proletarians back to work meant reintegrating them into the national com-
munity, and punishing those bosses who'd been overtly collaborationist. This is why
Renault was nationalised in 1945.

Branding the bourgeoisie as anti-labour and un-French was one and the same thing, and
it went along with self-managerial appearances. But this was all the more possible as in
France the CP did not really aspire to power. Wherever it did (in Eastern Europe for
instance), it did not bother with such slogans. In fact, the average French (or Italian, or
American..) Stalinist was convinced that socialist countries did their best for the welfare of
the masses, but certainly not that the Russian or Polish workers ran the factories:
Everything for the people's good, nothing by the people themselves...

The whole post-war story looks like a shadow theatre. No more than the bosses, did
unions and workers' parties ever try to promote labour as a class, or develop a wage-earn-
ers' democracy (even a superficial one) inside the firms. After the troubled 1920s, after the
persistent rejection of work of the 1930s, the prime objective was now to force the prole-
tarians into reconstructing the economy. The workers were too preoccupied with bread and
butter demands to put their minds and energy into a "reign of labour" nobody really cared
for, nor sought to establish. The 1947-48 strikes offer an excellent illustration of this: they
proved the ability of the French CP (and of its Italian neighbour) to recuperate and stream-
line the class struggle potentials it had been repressing since the end of the war.
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ology of workers' management was flatly denied by unions and labour parties of all
kinds. Now they had a share in power (incorporate boardrooms as in ministries) they
could only promote the economy by resorting to the good old devices that had been
beneficial to the bourgeois for centuries.

In the most acute social crises, whatever they may have thought or said, the prole-
tarians did not try to assert themselves through asserting the value of work. Since the
origins of the class struggle, they have kept fighting for less working hours and more
pay. Let's also bear in mind the stuff daily workshop or office life is made of: absen-
teeism, petty thefts, go-slows, non genuine illness or faked injuries, even sabotage or
assault on supervisors, all of which only decrease in times of severe unemployment.
If "freebie" strikes (for instance, when transportation workers permit free rides, or
postal employees allow free postage and phone calls) are so rare, it's a sign that
strikes offer a pleasant opportunity to dodge work.

We're not suggesting that proletarian reality is a permanent underground rebellion.

The contradictory role of the wage-earner in the productive process entails a con-
tradictory attitude to work. The proletarian puts a lot into work, among other reasons
because no-one can stand a job for hours and years without a minimum of interest,
and because work both stultifies our ability and know-how and allows us to express
at least part of them.

In periods of social turmoil, either the workers show a deep indifference for work
(or sometimes run away from it); or work is re-imposed on them . During such peri-
ods, proletarians initiate a critique of their condition, because refusing work is a first
move toward negating oneself as a proletarian.

It's true, however, that so far they have not gone past that critique -- or its early
steps. There lies the prob-

lem.

It's not the critique of
work that's been lacking,
like an essential dimension
up to now neglected. How
many men and women are

WHY'S THE Buass
WEAR NG
OVERALLS ?
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happy to wear themselves
out for the sake of churning
out alarm clocks or pencils,

or of processing files for
the NHS ? The worker is
well aware that work stands
as his enemy and, as far as _ )
he can, he does his best to =" R
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worsening repression and the deteriorating living conditions. In April 1947, a partial
wage freeze was imposed and maintained until 1954. For about 15 years, the Fiat
workers underwent unrestrained exploitation and were nearly deprived of union pro-
tection. In other words, in 1944-47, the Italian proletarians were not defeated because
they had tried to establish a domination of labour over capital while remaining within
capital. They got crushed by the bourgeoisie in a more conventional way -- with the
help of union and party bureaucracies.

FRANCE AND ELSEWHERE, 1968

This time, the festive element that characterised the June 36 sit-downs was fairly
absent in France, but quite widespread in Italy. In many French factories dominated
by the CGT, the place was practically locked up, for fear restless workers and "out-
siders" would upset the orderly running of the strike by the union. 68 was in many
respects harsher than 36, as a small but determined proletarian minority challenged
the hegemony of the Stalinists over the industrial workers.

The festive dimension moved from the factory to the street, which indicated that
the heart of the matter and the demands were breaking the workplace barrier and
encompassing the whole of daily life. In France, the most radical wage-earners would
often leave the factory. There was no Chinese Wall between "workers" and "students"
(a lot of whom were not students at all). Many workers, often young ones, would
share their time between their work mates inside the factory, and discussion (and
sometimes action) groups outside, where they met with minority workers from other
factories. (14) Moreover, during the Italian Hot Autumn of 69, it was quite common
for workers to occupy the premises in the daytime, leave at night and be back the fol-
lowing morning, even after they'd been violently fighting the police and company
guards to occupy the plant. They felt that the essential would not be happening just
within the confines of the workplace. As passive reaction (absenteeism) turned active
(collective sabotage, permanent meeting and wild partying on the assembly line,
etc.), it burst outside the factory walls.

The aftermath of 68 brought forth an experience that set itself (and that many peo-
ple took) as an example, but which remained on the fringe of the movement: in 1973,
LIP, a watchmaker company that went bankrupt, was managed by the personnel and
became a symbol of self- capitalism. But its principles ("We produce, we sell, we pay
ourselves") were little more than an ingenious yet desperate attempt to avoid unem-
ployment and to go on getting an income. LIP's wage-earners self-managed distribu-
tion more than production (they sold a lot of watches and manufactured few), until
they had to close down. In the mid-1970s, radicals were perfectly justified to analyse
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the LIP adventure as an experiment in self-exploitation, but quite wrong to interpret
it as a feasible form of counter-revolution. Clearly, this was neither a viable option
for the capitalists, nor a popular one among the workers.

Similar endeavours were to follow, particularly in the engineering industry, with a
partial restarting of manufacturing and some selling of stocks: more a way to react to
a programmed closure, than a blueprint for the future. Whatever theories may have
been elaborated by leftists, these self-management embryos were grounded on noth-
ing solid, nothing able to mobilise the workers. Such practices appeared at the cross-
roads of an endemic critique of work that led to nothing else, and the beginning of a
capitalist restructuring about to dispose of excess labour.

PORTUGAL, 1974 (15)

The "Revolution of the Carnations" set in motion factory sit-ins and self-manage-
ment practices, mostly in "poor" industries, employing simple technology and
unskilled labour: textile, furniture making, agro-industry, frequently small or medium
size firms.

These occupations were usually in response to (real or fraudulent) bankruptcy, or
to a closure of the plant by the owner. Sometimes, they got rid of a boss who had
been too visibly supporting the Salazar regime. One of the objectives was to counter
economic sabotage by the opponents of the Revolution of the Carnations. It was also
a means to impose specific demands such as the reintegration of fired militant work-
ers, to apply government decisions regarding wages and work conditions, or to pre-
vent planned redundancies.

This social surge never questioned the circulation of money, nor the existence and
function of the State. Self-managers would turn to the State for capital, and more
often than not Stalinist influenced agencies would logically reserve investment funds
for their political friends or allies. They also asked the State to impose exchanges
between self-managed firms and those that weren't. Wages were still being paid,
often with a narrowed wage differential, or none. Hierarchy was frequently disman-
tled, and the rank and file had a democratic say in most decisions. Still, the move-
ment did not go beyond workers' control over production, wage scales, and hiring
and firing. It was a kind of LIP extended to an entire relatively poor capitalist coun-
try. The Portuguese experience was a replay of all the dead-ends revived by the 60s-
70s era: populism, syndicalism, Leninism, Stalinism, self-management...
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