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t p
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 c
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 c
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2

vate property and creating private property. The abolition of private property
becom

es a reality only w
hen it is understood as the abolition of w

ork." M
arx, N

otes
on F.List, 1845.

(8) Though M
arx does not speak of "system

s of production", the concept is clear-
ly in his w

ritings. C
f. chapters 14 and 15 of C

apital's Vol.I.
(9) O

n France and Spain, see the w
ell-docum

ented M
.Seidm

an's W
orkers A

gainst
W

ork during the Popular Front, U
C

LA
Press, 1991.

(10) Pivert w
as the leader of a left opposition in the socialist party (w

hich later
form

ed the PSO
P

in 1938).
(11) See note 9.
(12) Sim

ilar experiences took place in other countries and continents. In 1945, in
the north of V

ietnam
, 30.000 m

iners elected councils, ran the m
ines for a w

hile, con-
trolled the public services, the railw

ays, the post office, im
posed equal pay for all,

and taught people to read, until the V
ietm

inh put its foot dow
n. A

s a V
ietnam

ese rev-
olutionary recalled later, they w

ished to live "w
ithout bosses, w

ithout cops".
Prom

oting w
ork w

as far from
 being their prim

e m
otive or concern.

(13) C
.M

alva, M
a nuit au jour le jour (latest edition by Labour, Espace N

ord,
B

russels).A
t the sam

e tim
e, B

elgium
 had to im

port thousands of Italians because the
local w

orkers w
ere reluctant to go dow

n the m
ine.

(14) R
.G

régoire &
 F.Perlm

an, W
orker-Student A

ction C
om

m
ittees, B

lack &
 R

ed,
D

etroit, 1991(1969). A
lso "The C

lass Struggle and Its M
ost C

haracteristics A
spects

in R
ecent Years...",Eclipse and R

e-Em
ergence, 2nd edition, A

ntagonism
 Press,

London, 1998.
(15) Ph.M

ailer, Portugal. The Im
possible R

evolution, Solidarity, London, 1977,
chapter 11. A

lively account and thorough analysis.
(16) O

n how
 both Stalinism

 and nazism
 glorified w

ork and social egalitarianism
,

see C
om

m
unism

, IC
G, n.13, 2002, "O

n the Praise of W
ork".

(17) O
n form

al and real dom
ination, cf. M

arx's G
rundrisse, and the 1961-65 m

an-
uscripts know

n as the "U
npublished V

Ith chapter" of C
apital.

(18) A
lso the beginning of C

apital's Vol.I, chap.16.
(19) A

t the tim
e, various people had the intuition of the origin of surplus-value,

and som
e cam

e close to form
ulating it, for exam

ple Flora Tristan in 1843.
(20) A

ny good biography of M
arx describes his political activity, for instance

F.M
ehring's and m

ore recently F.W
heen's. In his introduction to C

apital's volum
e I,

M
arx paid tribute to his tim

e w
hen he com

pared him
self to a scientist w

ho discovers
"natural" law

s. Fortunately, and in contradiction to Engels' funeral speech on his
friend's grave, M

arx w
as not the D

arw
in of the proletariat. N

or did he think history
w

as foretold. To him
, only a teleological m

ind w
ould have the course of hum

an his-
tory m

ove to a pre-ordained end. There w
as no single line of evolution, as show

n by35
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 p
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 m
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 d
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 m
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ly

 d
em

oc
ra

tic
, s

om
et

im
es

 s
im

ila
r t

o 
a 

pa
rty

)
co

ul
d 

be
 b

ui
lt.

 O
pe

ra
is

m
o 

fo
un

d 
th

e 
co

m
m

on
 e

le
m

en
t t

o 
al

l c
at

eg
or

ie
s 

of
 p

ro
le

ta
ria

ns
in

 th
e 

fa
ct

 th
at

 th
ey

 w
er

e 
al

l a
t w

or
k,

 w
he

th
er

 fo
rm

al
 o

r u
no

ffi
ci

al
, w

ag
ed

 o
r n

on
-

w
ag

ed
, p

er
m

an
en

t o
r c

as
ua

l. 
So

, e
ve

n 
w

he
n 

it 
di

d 
pr

om
ot

e 
sh

op
flo

or
 re

be
lli

on
,

op
er

ai
sm

o'
s 

pu
rp

os
e 

w
as

 to
 h

av
e 

ev
er

yo
ne

's 
w

or
k 

ac
kn

ow
le

dg
ed

, t
hr

ou
gh

 th
e 

su
p-

po
se

dl
y 

un
ify

in
g 

sl
og

an
 o

f t
he

 "
po

lit
ic

al
 w

ag
e"

. I
ns

te
ad

 o
f c

on
tri

bu
tin

g 
to

 a
 d

is
so

lu
-

tio
n 

of
 w

or
k 

in
to

 th
e 

w
ho

le
 o

f h
um

an
 a

ct
iv

ity
, i

t w
an

te
d 

ev
er

yo
ne

 to
 b

e 
tre

at
ed

 a
s 

a
w

or
ke

r (
w

om
en

, t
he

 jo
bl

es
s, 

im
m

ig
ra

nt
s, 

st
ud

en
ts

, e
tc

.).
 T

he
 c

rit
iq

ue
 o

f w
or

k 
w

as
us

ed
 a

s 
a 

to
ol

 to
 c

la
im

 th
e 

ge
ne

ra
lis

at
io

n 
of

 p
ai

d 
pr

od
uc

tiv
e 

ac
tiv

ity
, i

.e
. o

f..
...

...
w

ag
e-

la
bo

ur
. O

pe
ra

is
m

 w
as

 fi
gh

tin
g 

fo
r t

he
 re

co
gn

iti
on

 o
f t

he
 c

en
tra

lit
y 

of
 la

bo
ur

,
th

at
 is

 fo
r s

om
et

hi
ng

 w
hi

ch
 is

 th
e 

op
po

si
te

 o
f t

he
 a

bo
lit

io
n 

of
 w

or
k.

 S
ee

 fo
r e

xa
m

pl
e

Ze
ro

w
or

k,
 N

ew
 Y

or
k,

 n
.1

, 1
97

5.
 T

hi
s 

co
nt

ra
di

ct
io

n 
w

as
 e

xp
re

ss
ed

 in
 P

ot
er

e
O

pe
ra

io
's 

sl
og

an
: "

Fr
om

 th
e 

fig
ht

 fo
r t

he
 w

ag
e 

to
 th

e 
ab

ol
iti

on
 o

f w
ag

e-
la

bo
ur

".
La

ck
 o

f s
pa

ce
 p

re
ve

nt
s 

us
 fr

om
 g

oi
ng

 in
to

 d
et

ai
ls

. C
f. 

th
e 

tw
o 

ve
ry

 in
fo

rm
at

iv
e

co
lle

ct
io

ns
 o

f a
rti

cl
es

 a
nd

 d
oc

um
en

ts
 b

y 
R

ed
 N

ot
es

 in
 th

e 
70

's:
 It

al
y 

19
77

-7
8.

 L
iv

in
g

w
ith

 a
n 

Ea
rth

qu
ak

e,
 a

nd
 W

or
ki

ng
 C

la
ss

 A
ut

on
om

y 
an

d 
th

e 
C

ris
is

. J
us

t t
o 

sh
ow

 th
at

th
e 

cr
iti

qu
e 

of
 w

or
k 

ex
ce

ed
s 

th
e 

bo
rd

er
s 

of
 s

o-
ca

lle
d 

ric
h 

co
un

tri
es

: A
B

al
la

d 
A

ga
in

st
W

or
k,

 A
Pu

bl
ic

at
io

n 
fo

r C
ol

le
ct

iv
iti

es
, 1

99
7,

 M
aj

do
or

 L
ib

ra
ry

, A
ut

op
in

 J
hu

gg
i,N

IT
,

Fa
rid

ab
ad

 1
21

00
1,

 In
di

a.
(4

) M
an

ife
st

o 
A

ga
in

st
 W

or
k 

(1
99

9)
, n

ow
 tr

an
sl

at
ed

 in
to

 F
re

nc
h 

an
d 

En
gl

is
h.

(5
) T

hé
or

ie
 C

om
m

un
is

te
, B

P
17

, 8
43

00
 L

es
 V

ig
nè

re
s. 

A
ls

o 
th

e 
tw

o 
bo

ok
s 

by
R

.S
im

on
 p

ub
lis

he
d 

by
 S

en
on

ev
er

o,
 P

ar
is

, 2
00

1.
(6

) S
.S

m
ith

, R
ed

 P
et

ro
gr

ad
. R

ev
ol

ut
io

n 
in

 th
e 

Fa
ct

or
ie

s 
19

17
-1

8,
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
P,

19
83

.
(7

) "
W

or
k 

is
 e

ss
en

tia
lly

 th
e 

un
fr

ee
, i

nh
um

an
, u

ns
oc

ia
l a

ct
iv

ity
, d

et
er

m
in

ed
 b

y 
pr

i-
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TO
 W

O
R

K
 O

R
 N

O
T

TO
 W

O
R

K
 - 

IS
 T

H
AT

T
H

E
 Q

U
E

ST
IO

N
?

A
hi

st
or

ic
al

 fa
ilu

re
. T

ha
t c

ou
ld

 b
e 

a 
bl

un
t b

ut
 n

ot
 to

o 
un

fa
ir 

su
m

m
ar

y 
of

 th
e 

co
m

-
m

un
is

t m
ov

em
en

t 1
54

 y
ea

rs
 a

fte
r M

ar
x'

s 
an

d 
En

ge
ls

's 
M

an
ife

st
o.

O
ne

 in
te

rp
re

ta
tio

n 
of

 s
uc

h 
a 

m
is

ca
rr

ia
ge

 c
en

tre
s 

on
 th

e 
im

po
rta

nc
e 

or
 p

re
do

m
i-

na
nc

e 
of

 w
or

k.
 F

ro
m

 th
e 

19
60

s 
on

w
ar

ds
, a

 m
or

e 
an

d 
m

or
e 

vi
si

bl
e 

re
si

st
an

ce
 to

 w
or

k,
so

m
et

im
es

 to
 th

e 
po

in
t o

f o
pe

n 
re

be
lli

on
, h

as
 le

d 
qu

ite
 a

 fe
w

 re
vo

lu
tio

na
rie

s 
to

 re
vi

si
t

th
e 

pa
st

 fr
om

 th
e 

po
in

t o
f v

ie
w

 o
f w

or
k 

ac
ce

pt
an

ce
 o

r r
ej

ec
tio

n.
 F

or
m

er
 s

oc
ia

l m
ov

e-
m

en
ts

 a
re

 s
ai

d 
to

 h
av

e 
fa

ile
d 

be
ca

us
e 

th
e 

la
bo

ur
er

s 
tri

ed
 to

 h
av

e 
la

bo
ur

 ru
le

 s
oc

ie
ty

,
i.e

. t
rie

d 
to

 li
be

ra
te

 th
em

se
lv

es
 b

y 
us

in
g 

th
e 

ve
ry

 m
ed

iu
m

 o
f t

he
ir 

en
sl

av
em

en
t: 

w
or

k.
In

 c
on

tra
st

, t
ru

e 
em

an
ci

pa
tio

n 
w

ou
ld

 b
e 

ba
se

d 
on

 th
e 

re
fu

sa
l o

f w
or

k,
 s

ee
n 

as
 th

e
on

ly
 e

ffe
ct

iv
e 

su
bv

er
si

on
 o

f b
ou

rg
eo

is
 a

nd
 b

ur
ea

uc
ra

tic
 d

om
in

at
io

n 
al

ik
e.

 O
nl

y 
w

or
k

re
fu

sa
l w

ou
ld

 h
av

e 
a 

un
iv

er
sa

l d
im

en
si

on
 a

bl
e 

to
 tr

an
sc

en
d 

qu
an

tit
at

iv
e 

cl
ai

m
s, 

an
d

to
 p

ut
 fo

rw
ar

d 
a 

qu
al

ita
tiv

e 
de

m
an

d 
fo

r a
n 

al
to

ge
th

er
 d

iff
er

en
t l

ife
.

Th
e 

si
tu

at
io

ni
st

s 
w

er
e 

am
on

g 
th

e 
m

os
t a

rti
cu

la
te

 p
ro

po
ne

nt
s 

of
 th

is
 v

ie
w

: "
N

ev
er

w
or

k 
!"

(2
).

La
te

r, 
a 

nu
m

be
r o

f g
ro

up
s, 

fo
rm

al
 a

nd
 in

fo
rm

al
, i

n 
Ita

ly
 p

ar
tic

ul
ar

ly
, f

re
qu

en
tly

ca
lle

d 
"a

ut
on

om
ou

s"
, a

tte
m

pt
ed

 to
 d

ev
el

op
 a

nd
 s

ys
te

m
at

is
e 

sp
on

ta
ne

ou
s 

an
ti-

w
or

k
ac

tiv
iti

es
. (

3)
 

Th
e 

re
fu

sa
l o

f w
or

k 
ha

s 
be

co
m

e 
th

e 
un

de
rly

in
g 

th
em

e 
of

 m
an

y 
a 

th
eo

ry
 o

n 
pa

st
an

d 
pr

es
en

t s
tru

gg
le

s. 
D

ef
ea

ts
 a

re
 e

xp
la

in
ed

 b
y 

th
e 

ac
ce

pt
an

ce
 o

f w
or

k,
 p

ar
tia

l s
uc

-
ce

ss
es

 b
y 

ac
tiv

e 
sh

op
flo

or
 in

su
bo

rd
in

at
io

n,
 a

nd
 a

 re
vo

lu
tio

n 
to

 c
om

e 
is

 e
qu

at
ed

 w
ith

a 
co

m
pl

et
e 

re
je

ct
io

n 
of

 w
or

k.
 A

cc
or

di
ng

 to
 th

is
 a

na
ly

si
s, 

in
 th

e 
pa

st
, w

or
ke

rs
 s

ha
re

d
th

e 
cu

lt 
of

 p
ro

du
ct

io
n.

 N
ow

 th
ey

 c
an

 fr
ee

 th
em

se
lv

es
 o

f t
he

 d
el

us
io

n 
of

 w
or

k,
be

ca
us

e 
ca

pi
ta

lis
m

 is
 d

ep
riv

in
g 

it 
of

 in
te

re
st

 o
r h

um
an

 c
on

te
nt

, w
hi

le
 m

ak
in

g 
hu

n-
dr

ed
s 

of
 m

ill
io

ns
 o

f p
eo

pl
e 

jo
bl

es
s.

In
 G

er
m

an
y,

 K
ris

is
 re

ce
nt

ly
 g

av
e 

an
 e

xc
el

le
nt

 il
lu

st
ra

tio
n 

of
 th

e 
tra

ns
fo

rm
at

io
n 

of
th

e 
an

ti-
w

or
k 

st
an

d 
in

to
 th

e 
ph

ilo
so

ph
er

's 
st

on
e 

of
 re

vo
lu

tio
n.

 (4
)

B
ut

 th
e 

ro
le

 o
f w

or
k 

ha
s 

al
so

 b
ee

n 
re

in
te

rp
re

te
d 

in
 a

 d
iff

er
en

t l
ig

ht
, s

in
ce

 th
e 

7O
s,

m
ai

nl
y 

in
 F

ra
nc

e:
 u

p 
to

 n
ow

, t
he

 la
bo

ur
in

g 
cl

as
se

s 
ha

ve
 o

nl
y 

tri
ed

 to
 a

ss
er

t t
he

m
-

se
lv

es
 a

s 
th

e 
cl

as
s 

of
 la

bo
ur

, a
nd

 to
 s

oc
ia

lis
e 

w
or

k,
 n

ot
 to

 d
o 

aw
ay

 w
ith

 it
, b

ec
au

se

3
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up to now
 capitalist developm

ent prevented com
m

unist prospects from
 em

erging.
W

hatever the proletarians (or radical m
inorities) m

ay have thought, they w
ere fight-

ing for a capitalism
 w

ithout capitalists, for a w
orker led capitalism

. A
real critique of

w
ork w

as im
possible in the 60s-70s, and the "68"period is analysed as the last possi-

ble effort of labour to pose itself as the dom
inant pole w

ithin the capital-w
age labour

couple. N
ow

 things w
ould be com

pletely different, because a restructured capital no
longer leaves any scope for a "w

orkers' "capitalism
. Théorie C

om
m

uniste has been
the m

ain exponent of this perspective. (5)
W

e're not lum
ping together people as different from

 each other as the SI and
Théorie C

om
m

uniste. W
e're only dealing w

ith one im
portant point they have in com

-
m

on: the belief that asserting the im
portance of labour w

as a m
ajor obstacle to revo-

lution, and that this obstacle w
ould be rem

oved m
ore by capitalist developm

ent than
by the proletarians them

selves. It seem
s to us that these view

s are not borne out by
historical facts, and (m

ore im
portant) that their starting point, their "m

ethod", is
debatable. H

ow
ever, their defenders clearly uphold revolution as com

m
unisation,

destruction of the State and abolition of classes. So this essay w
ill be less of a refuta-

tion than an attem
pt to think tw

ice about w
ork.

B
E

FO
R

E
 1914

A
profusion of data show

s that for centuries the w
orkers used their professional

ability and dignity as justifications for w
hat they regarded as their due. They acted as

if their right to a fair w
age (and to fair prices, in the "m

oral econom
y" described by

E.P. Thom
pson) derived from

 their toil and com
petence. B

ut, if they claim
ed and

rebelled in the nam
e of w

ork, w
ere they fighting for a w

orld w
here they w

ould have
taken their m

asters' place ? A
nsw

ering the question im
plies distinguishing betw

een
w

orkers' practice and w
orkers' ideology.

O
ld tim

e social m
ovem

ents are depicted as endeavours to achieve the utopia
w

here labour w
ould be king. This certainly w

as one of their dim
ensions, but not the

only one, nor the one that gave coherence to all the others. O
therw

ise, how
 do w

e
account for the frequent dem

and to w
ork less? In 1539, in Lyons, printing w

orkers
w

ent on a four m
onths strike for shorter hours and longer public holidays. In the 18th

century, French paper-m
akers used to take "illegal" holidays. M

arx m
entions how

English bourgeois w
ere shocked by w

orkers w
ho chose to w

ork (and earn) less, only
com

ing to the factory 4 days a w
eek instead of 6.

"To live as a w
orker, or die as a fighter." The fam

ous Lyons silk-w
orkers' m

otto of
the 1830s of course signifies a claim

 for w
ork, but less for w

ork as a positive reality
than as a m

eans of resisting deteriorating pay. The 1834 silk-w
orkers' insurrection

4

antagonism
 betw

een labour and capital. The proletarians had at least grasped that they
lived in a w

orld that w
as not theirs and could never be. W

e're not calling for a return to
a G

olden A
ge. W

e're saying that the disappearance of this identification ow
es as m

uch
to counter-revolution as to radical critique. Revolution w

ill only be possible w
hen the

proletarians act as if they w
ere strangers to this w

orld, its outsiders, and w
ill relate to a

universal dim
ension, that of a classless society, of a hum

an com
m

unity.
This im

plies the social subjectivity indispensable to any real critique. W
e are w

ell
aw

are of the questions raised by the w
ord "subjectivity", and w

e surely do not w
ish to

invent a new
 m

agical recipe. For the m
om

ent, let us just say that w
e're not bestow

ing
any privilege on subjectivity against objective conditions w

hich w
ould then be second-

ary or negligible.
W

e've often em
phasised that there's no point in trying to arouse a consciousness

prior to action : but any real breakthrough im
plies som

e m
inim

al belief in the ability of
the people involved to change the w

orld. This is a big difference w
ith the 60s-70s.

Thirty years ago, m
any proletarians w

ere not just dissatisfied w
ith this society: they

thought of them
selves 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 hum

an
com

m
unity w

ould supersede: the declared definitive opposition betw
een individual and

society, soul and body, spirit and m
atter, theory and praxis, art and econom

y, ideals and
reality, m

oral and politics... all relating to the dissolution of com
m

unities into classes
through the com

bined action of property, m
oney and State pow

er. Though not synony-
m

ous w
ith perfect harm

ony, com
m

unism
 w

ould try and live beyond such tragical splits
in hum

an life. (27) "Subject" and "object" don't exist separate from
 each other. A

crisis
is not som

ething exterior to us, that happens and forces us to react. H
istorical situations

(and opportunities) are also m
ade of beliefs and initiatives, of our actions -- or inaction.

Vaneigem
's "radical subjectivity" (28) had its qualities (and its purpose at the tim

e)
and one m

ajor w
eakness: it appealed to the free w

ill , to the self-aw
areness of an indi-

vidual rising against his social role and conditioning. This is clearly not w
hat w

e sug-
gest. C

apitalism
 is not based on necessity, and com

m
unism

 (or a com
m

unist revolu-
tion) on liberty. The abolition of their condition by the proletarians cannot be separated
from

 concrete struggles against capital. A
nd capital exists through social groups and

institutions. O
bjective realities, notably the succession of" system

s of production" root-
ed in and dependent on the class struggle, are the inevitable fram

ew
ork of the com

m
u-

nist m
ovem

ent. W
hat w

e do and w
ill do w

ith it rem
ains to be seen.
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In
 2

00
2,

 w
or

k 
ru

le
s, 

bu
t t

he
 w

or
k 

et
hi

c 
is

 n
o 

lo
ng

er
 s

ac
rif

ic
ia

l: 
it 

ca
lls

 u
po

n 
us

 to
re

al
is

e 
ou

r p
ot

en
tia

ls
 a

s 
hu

m
an

 b
ei

ng
s. 

N
ow

ad
ay

s, 
w

e 
do

n'
t w

or
k 

fo
r a

 tr
an

sc
en

de
nt

go
al

 (o
ur

 s
al

va
tio

n,
 a

 s
ac

re
d 

du
ty

, p
ro

gr
es

s, 
a 

be
tte

r f
ut

ur
e,

 e
tc

.).
 T

he
 c

on
se

cr
at

io
n 

of
w

or
k 

w
as

 tw
o-

si
de

d:
 a

ny
 o

bj
ec

t o
f w

or
sh

ip
 is

 a
 ta

bo
o 

to
 b

e 
br

ok
en

. B
ut

 o
ur

 a
ge

 is
on

e 
of

 u
ni

ve
rs

al
 d

e-
co

ns
ec

ra
tio

n.
 T

ra
ns

ce
nd

en
ce

 is
 o

ut
. T

he
 p

ra
gm

at
ic

 p
ur

su
it 

of
ha

pp
in

es
s 

is
 to

da
y'

s 
m

ot
iv

e:
 w

e 
ar

e 
A

m
er

ic
an

s.
Th

is
, h

ow
ev

er
, d

oe
s 

no
t l

ea
d 

to
 a

 g
ro

w
in

g 
su

bt
er

ra
ne

an
 re

je
ct

io
n 

of
 w

or
k.

 A
de

-
ch

ris
tia

ni
se

d 
so

ci
et

y 
su

bs
tit

ut
es

 th
e 

de
si

re
 to

 fe
el

 g
oo

d 
to

 th
e 

fe
ar

 o
f s

in
. R

el
ig

io
n

gi
ve

s 
w

ay
 to

 a
 b

od
y 

an
d 

he
al

th
 c

ul
t: 

th
e 

m
e 

ge
ne

ra
tio

n 
is

 m
or

e 
co

nc
er

ne
d 

w
ith

 k
ee

p-
in

g 
fit

 th
an

 s
av

in
g 

so
ul

s. 
So

 w
or

k 
is

 n
o 

lo
ng

er
 w

or
sh

ip
pe

d 
be

ca
us

e 
it 

do
es

 n
ot

 n
ee

d
to

 b
e:

 it
's 

en
ou

gh
 fo

r i
t t

o 
si

m
pl

y 
be

 th
er

e.
 It

's 
m

or
e 

an
 o

ve
rw

he
lm

in
g 

re
al

ity
 th

an
 a

n
id

eo
lo

gy
. I

ts
 p

re
ss

ur
e 

is
 m

or
e 

di
re

ct
 a

nd
 o

pe
n,

 c
lo

se
 to

 w
ha

t M
ar

x 
de

sc
rib

ed
 a

s 
th

e
A

m
er

ic
an

 a
tti

tu
de

: "
to

ta
l i

nd
iff

er
en

ce
 to

 th
e 

sp
ec

ifi
c 

co
nt

en
t o

f w
or

k 
an

d 
ea

sy
 m

ov
-

in
g 

fr
om

 o
ne

 jo
b 

to
 a

no
th

er
".

 (2
5)

 In
 a

 m
od

er
n 

an
d 

"p
ur

er
" 

ca
pi

ta
lis

m
, d

ec
on

se
cr

at
ed

w
or

k 
st

ill
 s

tru
ct

ur
es

 o
ur

 li
ve

s 
an

d 
m

in
ds

. A
nd

 th
e 

cu
rr

en
t m

or
al

 b
ac

kl
as

h 
in

 th
e 

U
S 

is
pr

oo
f o

f h
ow

 re
ac

tio
na

ry
 a

tti
tu

de
s 

co
m

pl
em

en
t p

er
m

is
si

ve
ne

ss
.

N
ot

 m
uc

h 
re

vo
lu

tio
na

ry
 c

la
rif

ic
at

io
n 

ha
s 

gr
ow

n 
ou

t o
f t

he
se

 c
ha

ng
es

, b
ec

au
se

 n
ot

ev
er

yt
hi

ng
 h

as
 th

e 
sa

m
e 

va
lu

e 
in

 c
ap

ita
lis

t e
vo

lu
tio

n.
 T

he
 c

rit
ic

al
 p

ot
en

tia
l c

om
pl

et
e-

ly
 d

iff
er

s 
if 

it'
s 

th
e 

w
or

ke
rs

 th
at

 a
tta

ck
 w

or
ke

r i
de

nt
ity

 a
nd

 th
e 

w
or

sh
ip

 o
f w

or
k,

 o
r i

f
ca

pi
ta

l i
s 

sw
ee

pi
ng

 th
em

 a
si

de
. F

or
 th

e 
la

st
 th

irt
y 

ye
ar

s, 
as

 w
or

k 
id

en
tif

ic
at

io
n 

w
as

be
in

g 
di

sr
up

te
d,

 th
e 

po
ss

ib
ili

ty
 o

f a
n 

ut
te

rly
 d

iff
er

en
t w

or
ld

 h
as

 a
ls

o 
va

ni
sh

ed
 fr

om
in

di
vi

du
al

 a
nd

 c
ol

le
ct

iv
e 

th
in

ki
ng

. I
n 

th
e 

pa
st

, S
ta

lin
is

t a
nd

 b
ur

ea
uc

ra
tic

 s
ha

ck
le

s 
di

d
no

t p
re

ve
nt

 s
uc

h 
a 

ut
op

ia
, a

nd
 m

in
or

iti
es

 d
eb

at
ed

 th
e 

co
nt

en
t o

f c
om

m
un

is
m

. I
f a

w
or

ki
ng

 c
la

ss
 e

nt
an

gl
ed

 in
 it

s 
id

en
tif

ic
at

io
n 

w
ith

 w
or

k 
di

d 
no

t m
ak

e 
a 

re
vo

lu
tio

n,
no

th
in

g 
ye

t p
ro

ve
s 

th
at

 th
e 

pr
ol

et
ar

ia
ns

 n
ow

 li
be

ra
te

d 
fr

om
 it

 w
ill

 a
ct

 in
 a

 re
vo

lu
tio

n-
ar

y 
w

ay
.

"W
E 

A
R

E 
N

O
T 

O
F 

TH
IS

 W
O

R
LD

" 
(B

ab
eu

f, 
17
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)

W
e 

fin
d 

it 
ha

rd
 to

 s
ha

re
 th

e 
op

tim
is

m
 o

f t
ho

se
 w

ho
 s

ee
 th

e 
pr

es
en

t p
er

io
d 

as
en

tir
el

y 
di

ss
im

ila
r f

ro
m

 th
e 

60
s-

70
s 

or
 fr

om
 a

ny
 p

re
vi

ou
s 

pe
rio

d,
 w

ith
 a

 c
ap

ita
lis

m
th

at
 w

ou
ld

 s
ys

te
m

at
ic

al
ly

 d
ow

ng
ra

de
 th

e 
liv

in
g 

co
nd

iti
on

s 
of

 w
ag

e-
ea

rn
er

s, 
th

er
eb

y
cr

ea
tin

g 
a 

si
tu

at
io

n 
th

at
 w

ou
ld

 s
oo

n 
en

ou
gh

 b
e 

in
to

le
ra

bl
e 

an
d 

le
ad

 to
 a

 re
vo

lu
tio

na
ry

cr
is

is
. T

he
 li

m
its

 o
f p

ro
le

ta
ria

n 
up

su
rg

es
 fr

om
 A

lg
er

ia
 to

 A
rg

en
tin

a,
 a

nd
 th

e 
ris

e 
of

ra
di

ca
l r

ef
or

m
is

m
 in

 E
ur

op
e 

an
d 

th
e 

U
S,

 ra
th

er
 s

ug
ge

st
 th

at
 it

's 
re

fo
rm

 - 
no

t r
ev

ol
u-

tio
n 

- t
ha

t i
s 

be
co

m
in

g 
to

pi
ca

l a
ga

in
. (

26
)

Th
e 

ea
ge

rn
es

s 
to

 c
el

eb
ra

te
 th

e 
tw

ili
gh

t o
f w

or
ke

r i
de

nt
ity

 h
as

 le
d 

so
m

e 
co

m
ra

de
s

to
 fo

rg
et

 th
at

 th
is

 id
en

tit
y 

al
so

 e
xp

re
ss

ed
 a

n 
un

de
rs

ta
nd

in
g 

of
 th

e 
irr

ec
on

ci
la

bl
e
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w
as

 n
ot

 p
ro

m
pt

ed
 b

y 
m

ac
hi

ne
s 

th
at

 w
ou

ld
 h

av
e 

de
pr

iv
ed

 th
em

 o
f t

he
ir 

jo
bs

. T
he

m
ac

hi
ne

s 
w

er
e 

al
re

ad
y 

th
er

e.
 T

he
 w

or
ke

rs
 a

ct
ua

lly
 fo

ug
ht

 th
e 

po
w

er
 o

f t
he

 m
er

-
ch

an
ts

 w
ho

 a
llo

ca
te

d 
w

or
k 

at
 th

ei
r o

w
n 

w
ill

 a
nd

 p
ai

d 
ve

ry
 li

ttl
e.

 W
he

n 
th

e 
si

lk
-w

or
k-

er
 s

po
ke

 h
ig

hl
y 

of
 th

e 
qu

al
ity

 o
f h

is
 s

ilk
, h

e 
w

as
 n

ot
 ta

lk
in

g 
lik

e 
a 

m
ed

ie
va

l m
as

te
r

cr
af

ts
m

an
: h

is
 li

fe
 w

as
 th

e 
su

bj
ec

t-m
at

te
r.

In
 J

un
e 

18
48

, i
t i

s 
tru

e 
th

at
 th

e 
cl

os
ur

e 
of

 th
e 

N
at

io
na

l W
or

ks
ho

ps
 b

y 
th

e 
go

ve
rn

-
m

en
t l

ed
 to

 th
e 

Pa
ris

 in
su

rr
ec

tio
n.

 B
ut

 th
es

e 
w

or
ks

ho
ps

 w
er

e 
no

 s
oc

ia
l m

od
el

, o
nl

y 
a

m
ea

ns
 to

 k
ee

p 
th

e 
jo

bl
es

s 
bu

sy
. T

he
 a

ct
ua

l w
or

k 
do

ne
 w

as
 s

oc
ia

lly
 u

np
ro

fit
ab

le
, a

nd
of

 n
o 

in
te

re
st

 to
 th

e 
re

ci
pi

en
ts

. T
he

 in
su

rg
en

ts
 ro

se
 to

 s
ur

vi
ve

, n
ot

 to
 d

ef
en

d 
a 

gu
ar

an
-

te
ed

 n
at

io
na

lis
ed

 o
r s

oc
ia

lis
ed

 fo
rm

 o
f w

or
k 

th
at

 th
ey

 w
ou

ld
 h

av
e 

re
ga

rd
ed

 a
s 

an
em

br
yo

 o
f s

oc
ia

lis
m

.
A

t t
he

 ti
m

e,
 m

an
y 

st
rik

es
 a

nd
 ri

ot
s 

to
ok

 p
la

ce
 a

ga
in

st
 m

ec
ha

ni
sa

tio
n.

 T
he

y
ex

pr
es

se
d 

th
e 

re
si

st
an

ce
 o

f c
ra

fts
m

en
 a

nx
io

us
 to

 s
av

e 
th

e 
(r

ea
l a

nd
 im

ag
in

ed
) r

ic
h

hu
m

an
 c

on
te

nt
 o

f t
he

ir 
sk

ill
s, 

bu
t e

qu
al

ly
 th

ey
 tr

ie
d 

to
 c

ur
b 

fu
rth

er
 e

xp
lo

ita
tio

n.
W

he
n 

R
ou

en
 te

xt
ile

 w
or

ke
rs

 m
an

ag
ed

 to
 p

re
ve

nt
 m

or
e 

ef
fic

ie
nt

 m
ac

hi
ne

ry
 b

ei
ng

in
st

al
le

d,
 th

ey
 w

er
e 

no
t f

ig
ht

in
g 

fo
r a

 tr
ad

e,
 th

ey
 w

er
e 

pu
tti

ng
 a

 (t
em

po
ra

ry
) s

to
p 

to
w

or
se

ni
ng

 li
vi

ng
 c

on
di

tio
ns

. M
ea

nw
hi

le
, o

th
er

 N
or

m
an

dy
 te

xt
ile

 h
an

ds
 w

er
e 

as
ki

ng
fo

r a
 1

0-
ho

ur
 d

ay
, a

nd
 c

on
st

ru
ct

io
n 

w
or

ke
rs

 fo
r t

he
 e

nd
 o

f o
ve

rti
m

e,
 w

hi
ch

 th
ey

re
ga

rd
ed

 a
s 

a 
ca

us
e 

of
 a

cc
id

en
ts

 a
nd

 u
ne

m
pl

oy
m

en
t.

A
s 

fo
r t

he
 P

ar
is

 C
om

m
un

e,
 w

he
n 

it 
to

ok
 o

ve
r a

 fe
w

 fi
rm

s, 
im

po
se

d 
a 

w
ag

e 
ra

te
 o

r
fo

rc
ed

 o
w

ne
rs

 to
 re

-o
pe

n 
th

e 
pl

an
ts

, i
ts

 m
ai

n 
pu

rp
os

e 
w

as
 to

 p
ro

vi
de

 th
es

e 
w

ag
e-

ea
rn

er
s 

w
ith

 a
n 

in
co

m
e.

 T
ak

in
g 

ch
ar

ge
 o

f p
ro

du
ct

io
n 

w
as

 n
o 

pr
io

rit
y 

fo
r t

he
C

om
m

un
ar

ds
.

Th
is

 s
ho

rt 
su

rv
ey

 o
f t

he
 1

9t
h 

ce
nt

ur
y 

po
in

ts
 to

 a
 ju

xt
ap

os
iti

on
 o

f s
tru

gg
le

s. 
So

m
e

co
ul

d 
be

 la
be

lle
d 

"m
od

er
n"

: t
he

y 
ai

m
ed

at
 h

ig
he

r w
ag

es
 a

nd
 s

om
et

im
es

 re
je

ct
-

ed
 w

or
k 

(in
 a

 n
ut

sh
el

l, 
le

ss
 w

or
ki

ng
ho

ur
s 

an
d 

m
or

e 
pa

y)
. O

th
er

s 
ai

m
ed

 a
t a

w
or

ki
ng

 c
la

ss
 ta

ke
 o

ve
r o

f i
nd

us
tri

al
i-

sa
tio

n,
 th

ro
ug

h 
pr

od
uc

er
 a

nd
 c

on
su

m
er

co
-o

pe
ra

tiv
es

: t
hu

s 
th

e 
w

or
ki

ng
 c

la
ss

es
w

ou
ld

 p
ut

 a
n 

en
d 

to
 c

ap
ita

l a
s 

th
ey

co
ul

d 
be

co
m

e 
a 

so
rt 

of
 to

ta
l c

ap
ita

l.
A

ss
oc

ia
tio

n 
w

as
 th

en
 a

 k
ey

w
or

d 
th

at
su

m
m

ed
 u

p 
th

e 
am

bi
gu

ity
 o

f t
he

 ti
m

e:
it 

co
nv

ey
ed

 th
e 

id
ea

s 
bo

th
 o

f m
er

ca
n-

til
e 

lin
ks

 a
nd

 o
f f

ra
te

rn
al

 u
ni

ty
.M

an
y

w
or

ke
rs

 h
op

ed
 th

at
 c

o-
op

s 
w

ou
ld

 b
e

m
or

e 
co

m
pe

tit
iv

e 
th

an
 p

riv
at

e 
bu

si
ne

ss
,
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elim
inate capitalists from

 the m
arket and from

 their social function, and m
aybe force

them
 to join the associated w

orkers: united labour w
ould have beaten the bourgeois

at their ow
n gam

e.
1848 tolled the knell of the utopia of a w

age-labour capital, of a w
orking class

that w
ould becom

e the ruling class and then the unique or universal class through the
absorption of capital in associated labour. From

 then on, the w
orkers w

ill only be
concerned w

ith their share of the w
age system

: via a grow
ing union m

ovem
ent, they

w
on't try to com

pete w
ith the m

onopoly of capital ow
ned by the bourgeois, but to

constitute them
selves as a m

onopoly of labour pow
er. The program

m
e of a popular

capitalism
 w

as on the w
ane. A

t the sam
e tim

e, the ruling classes gave up any attem
pt

at the "different" capitalism
 im

agined and som
etim

es practised by innovative and
generous industrialists like O

w
en. A

t both ends of the w
age system

, capital and
labour knew

 their places.
This explains the paradox of a social m

ovem
ent that w

as so keen on separating
labour from

 capital, but w
hich finally created so few

 producers' co-operatives. The
ones that existed w

ere born out of the w
ill of enlightened bourgeois, or, if they had a

w
orker origin, soon turned into business as usual.

The A
lbi W

orkers' G
lassw

orks in the south of France illustrates this tendency. The
highly skilled glass w

orkers, still organised on a pre-1789 guild m
odel, had kept their

control over apprenticeship. It took 15 years to be a fully-fledged glass-blow
er.

Those labour aristocrats w
ere paid tw

ice as m
uch as m

iners. In 1891, a several
m

onths' strike against the introduction of new
 technology only resulted in the cre-

ation of a union, w
hich the m

anagem
ent tried to sm

ash, thereby provoking another
strike. The bosses locked-out and refused to reintegrate the m

ost m
ilitant strikers.

O
ut of this deadlock rose the idea of a co-op, w

hich cam
e to existence in 1892 after a

national subscription: som
e bourgeois helped, and the labour force contributed by

investing 50%
 of their w

ages (and 5%
 m

ore in 1912). To be profitable, a co-opera-
tive had to com

bine high skills and incom
e, popular support and outside financing.

Self-m
anagem

ent soonlost any reality. The plant w
ent through a series of industrial

disputes directly against the C
G

T,w
hich stood in the dual position of the single union

and the boss (it w
as the biggest shareholder):a several m

onths' strike in 1912, 4
m

onths in 1921, stoppages for 7 m
onths in 1924, and so on.The co-op still existed in

1968.
Since the m

id-19th century, co-operatives have lost their social im
petus and all

am
bition forhistorical change. W

hen today the W
elsh m

iners of Tow
ers C

olliery buy
out a w

orkplace that theow
ners w

anted to get rid of, and then m
anage it collectively,

even those w
ho support and praise them

 do not consider their m
arket and hum

an suc-
cess as a solution that could be generalised.

6

W
O

R
K

 A
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 FA
LLEN

 ID
O

L

19th century and early 20th century
com

m
unists often shared the progres-

sivism
 of their tim

e, and believed that a
new

 industry and a new
 labour w

ould
em

ancipate hum
ankind. (22) A

hundred
years later, w

e'd be naive to espouse the
exact opposite view

s just because they
happen to be fashionable. In fifty years,
the praise of toil and sacrifice has becom

e
as outdated as the belief in the liberating
H

orn of Plenty of the econom
y. (23) This

evolution is as m
uch the result of the radi-

cal critique of the 60s-70s, as of a deepening of capital: m
aking labour productive

today is achieved m
ore through the w

ork process itself than by outright discipline.
The com

puter screen is now
 the im

m
ediate supervisor of m

illions of industry and
service sector w

age-earners. In its m
ost advanced sectors, capital has already gone

beyond authoritarian hierarchy and w
ork as a curse. "A

utonom
y" and "bottom

-up"
are the in-w

ords. The m
acho, m

uscle-bound, national (= w
hite) w

orker im
age is giv-

ing w
ay to a m

ore open, m
ulti-ethnic, m

ale and fem
ale figure.

In 1900, you had to produce before consum
ing, and labour parties told the w

orker
he had to develop the productive forces first, in order to enjoy the fruits of socialism
later. Instead of a single R

edeem
er dying on a cross, m

illions of sufferers ("the salt of
the earth") w

ould create the conditions of a better w
orld. The consum

er and credit
society has done aw

ay w
ith that: painful self-exertion is no longer said to com

e
before pleasure. True, this goes together w

ith the m
ultiplication of sw

eatshops, of
forced, unpaid or ill-paid labour, and of a renaissance of slavery: such form

s com
ple-

m
ent but do not contradict the general trend tow

ard a de-consecration of w
ork.(In

1965, unskilled m
ass w

orkers w
eren't the m

ajority of w
age-earners either.)

W
ork is an idol, albeit a fallen one. Its im

position is no longer of a m
oral or reli-

gious kind("You shall gain your bread by the sw
eat of your brow

"), but profane and
dow

n-to-earth. In som
e A

sian countries, labour is now
 being disciplined better by the

pressure of consum
erism

 than by an appeal to C
onfucianism

. In Tai-Peh as in B
erlin,

public concern is about creating and getting jobs, not suffering to enter som
e earthly

or heavenly paradise. So w
ork now

 calls for a critique different from
 the tim

e w
hen

an aura of self-inflicted pain surrounded it. M
obility and self em

pow
erm

ent are the
present slogans of capital. W

e cannot be content w
ith anti-w

ork statem
ents such as

the ones that the surrealists w
ere rightly m

aking eighty years ago. (24)
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(s
oc

ia
l-d

em
oc

ra
cy

, C
Ps

, t
he

 A
FL

-C
IO

...
), 

an
d 

al
so

 e
xi

st
ed

 in
 S

ou
th

 A
m

er
ic

a,
 in

 A
si

a
an

d 
pa

rts
 o

f A
fr

ic
a.

In
 th

eo
ry

, c
la

ss
is

m
 is

 th
e 

vi
nd

ic
at

io
n 

of
 c

la
ss

 d
iff

er
en

ce
 (a

nd
 o

pp
os

iti
on

) a
s 

an
 e

nd
in

 it
se

lf,
 a

s 
if 

cl
as

s 
w

ar
 w

as
 th

e 
sa

m
e 

as
 th

e 
em

an
ci

pa
tio

n 
of

 th
e 

w
or

ke
rs

 a
nd

 o
f

m
an

ki
nd

. S
o 

it'
s 

ba
se

d 
ex

ac
tly

 o
n 

w
ha

t h
as

 to
 b

e 
cr

iti
ci

se
d,

 a
s 

cl
as

se
s 

ar
e 

ba
si

c 
co

n-
st

itu
en

ts
 o

f c
ap

ita
lis

t s
oc

ie
ty

. W
he

th
er

 it
's 

pe
ac

ef
ul

 o
r v

io
le

nt
, t

he
 m

er
e 

op
po

si
tio

n 
of

on
e 

cl
as

s 
to

 th
e 

ot
he

r l
ea

ve
s 

bo
th

 fa
ci

ng
 e

ac
h 

ot
he

r. 
N

at
ur

al
ly

 a
ny

 ru
lin

g 
cl

as
s 

de
ni

es
th

e 
ex

is
te

nc
e 

of
 c

la
ss

 a
nt

ag
on

is
m

s. 
St

ill
, i

n 
th

e 
ea

rly
 1

9t
h 

ce
nt

ur
y,

 th
e 

fir
st

 to
 e

m
ph

a-
si

se
 c

la
ss

 c
on

fr
on

ta
tio

n 
w

er
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B
olsheviks, w

orkers' control only
served to curb bourgeois pow

er, help
w

age-earners to discipline them
-

selves, and teach m
anagem

ent to a
handful of future executives.

The oppositions' platform
s (even

the radical one by the M
iasnikov

group) m
ight appear as an attem

pt to
assert the value of w

ork and socialise
it: but it w

as even less feasible after
1920 w

ith a w
orld balance of pow

er
that w

as unfavourable to w
age labour.

Those proletarian expropriations and
reorganisations of production that
took place w

ere em
ergency m

easures.
It w

ould have been im
possible to turn

these partial spontaneous efforts into
som

ething system
atic, and the prole-

tarians did not bother to. Labour kept
aw

ay from
 the program

m
es that

w
ished to m

ake it (and not the
B

olshevik party) the real ruler.
In 1921, the toiling m

asses stood outside such a debate. The W
orkers' O

pposition's
proposals, like those of Lenin's and Trotsky's, dealt w

ith the best w
ay to put people

to w
ork in a society the w

orkers had lost control of. The R
ussian proletarians w

eren't
keen to discuss the w

ays and m
eans of their ow

n exploitation. The debate that ensued
did not oppose socialisation of labour unbound, to labour under constraint: it m

eant a
rearrangem

ent of pow
er at the top.

The R
ussian revolutionary crisis show

s that as long as capital reigns, labour can't
be liberated and m

ust be im
posed upon the w

age-earners, and that its persistence in
one form

 or another is an unm
istakable sign of a failed revolution. In 1917-21, the

alternative w
as betw

een abolishing w
age labour or perpetuating exploitation, w

ith no
possible third option.

R
ussia w

as to experience the charm
s of m

aterial incentives, elite w
orkers, hard

and forced labour cam
ps, and "com

m
unist Sundays". B

ut let's not turn history upside
dow

n. The R
ussian proles did not fail because of a m

isguided belief in the m
yth of

liberation through w
ork: it's their failure that gave a free rein to an unprecedented

glorification of w
ork. W

ho truly believed in a "com
m

unist Sunday", except those
w

ho could expect som
e sym

bolic or m
aterial rew

ard out of it? Stakhanovism
 w

as to

8

“W
e W

ork Like Stakhanov!”

w
hat w

ould force the proletarian, in his confrontation w
ith capital, to attack his ow

n
existence as a w

age-earner, is tantam
ount to trying to solve in advance and through

theory a problem
 w

hich can only be solved - if it ever is - in practice. W
e cannot

exclude the possibility of a new
 project of social reorganisation sim

ilar to that w
hich

had w
orkers' identity as its core. The railw

orker of 2002 can't live like his predeces-
sor of 1950. This is not enough for us to conclude that he w

ould only be left w
ith the

alternative of resignation or revolution.
W

hen the proletariat seem
s absent from

 the scene, it is quite logical to w
onder

about its reality and its ability to change the w
orld. Each counter-revolutionary peri-

od has the dual singularity of dragging along w
hile never looking like the previous

ones. That causes either a renunciation of critical activity, or the rejection of a revo-
lutionary "subject", or its replacem

ent 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, w

hich only serve to reassure. O
n the basis of histori-

cal experience, it seem
s m

ore to the point to state that the proletariat rem
ains the

only subject of a revolution (otherw
ise there w

on't be any), that com
m

unist revolu-
tion is a possibility but not a certainty, and that nothing ensures its com

ing and suc-
cess but proletarian activity.

The fundam
ental contradiction of our society (proletariat-capital) is only poten-

tially deadly to capitalism
 if the w

orker confronts his w
ork, and therefore takes on

not just the capitalist, but w
hat capital m

akes of him
, i.e. if he takes on w

hat he does
and is. It's no use hoping for a tim

e w
hen capital, like a w

orn out m
echanism

, w
ould

find it im
possible to function, because of declining profits, m

arket saturation, exclu-
sion of too m

any proletarians from
 w

ork, or the inability of the class structure to
reproduce itself.

A
current subtext runs through m

uch of revolutionary thinking: The m
ore capital-

ism
 w

e have, the nearer w
e get to com

m
unism

. To w
hich people like J.C

am
atte

retort: N
o, the m

ore capitalism
 w

e have, the m
ore capitalist w

e becom
e. A

t the risk
of shocking som

e readers, w
e'd say that the evolution of capital does not take us

closer to or farther from
 com

m
unism

. From
 a com

m
unist point of view

, nothing is
positive in itself in the m

arch of capital, as is show
n by the fate of classism

.

TH
E R

ISE A
N

D
 FA

LL O
F C

LA
SSISM

In practice, "classism
" w

as the forw
ard drive of the w

orking class as a class w
ith-

in capitalist society, w
here its organisations cam

e to occupy as m
uch social space as

possible. Labour set up collective bodies that rivalled w
ith those of the bourgeoisie,

and conquered positions inside the State. That took - and still takes - m
any form

s
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N
O

 R
IG

H
T TO

 BE LA
ZY

Let's rew
ind the course of history a little.

W
e'd be m

istaken to think no-one cared about a
theoretical critique of w

ork before the 1960's. In
the 1840's, M

arx and others (Stirner for exam
-

ple) defined com
m

unism
 as the abolition of

classes, of the State and of w
ork. (7)

Later, in his R
ight to be Lazy (1880),

Lafargue w
as thinking ahead of his tim

e w
hen

he attacked the 1848 "R
ight to W

ork": w
ork

degrades, he says, and industrial civilisation is
inferior to so-called prim

itive societies. A
"strange folly" pushed the m

odern m
asses

into a life of w
ork. B

ut M
arx's son-in-law

 also belonged to his tim
e because he par-

took of the m
yth of technical liberation: "the m

achine is the redeem
er of m

ankind".
H

e did not advocate the suppression of w
ork, but its reduction to 3 hours daily.

Though pressing a few
 buttons is usually less destructive than sw

eating from
 m

orn-
ing till night, it does not put an end to the separation betw

een the productive act and
the rest of life. (It's that separation that defines w

ork. It w
as unknow

n in prim
itive

com
m

unities, uncom
m

on or incom
plete in the pre-industrial w

orld, and it took cen-
turies to turn it into a habit and norm

 in W
estern Europe.) Lafargue's provocative

insight w
as a critique of w

ork w
ithin w

ork. Interestingly, this pam
phlet (w

ith the
M

anifesto) long rem
ained am

ong the m
ost popular classics of the SFIO

, the old
French socialist party. The R

ight to be Lazy helped present w
ork 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 econom

y.
The labour m

ovem
ent w

ished (in opposing w
ays, of course, according to its

organisations being reform
ist or revolutionary) the w

orkers to prove their ability to
m

anage the econom
y and the w

hole society. B
ut there's a discrepancy betw

een these
sets of ideas and the behaviour of w

age earners w
ho did their best to get aw

ay from
the "im

placable im
position of w

ork" (point 8 of the K
A

PD
 program

m
e). That phrase

isn't trivial. It's significant it should com
e from

 the K
A

PD
, a party w

hose program
m

e
included the generalisation of grassroots w

orkers' dem
ocracy, but cam

e up against
the reality of w

ork and its role in a socialist society. The K
A

PD
 did not deny the

alienation inherent to w
ork, yet w

anted it im
posed on everyone for a transition period

to develop the bases of com
m

unism
 to com

e. That contradiction calls for an explana-
tion.

10

tionary reform
ism

": urging the bourgeois to develop capitalism
 and create the condi-

tions of com
m

unism
. A

m
ong other things, M

arx supported the G
erm

an national
bourgeoisie, praised Lincoln, sided w

ith quite a few
 reform

ist parties and unions
w

hile relentlessly targeting anarchists... (20) Shall w
e also have to agree w

ith Lenin
(because he acted like a new

 "revolutionary bourgeois" ) against G
orter and B

ordiga
? A

nd w
as R

oosevelt a better (though unconscious) contributor to hum
an em

ancipa-
tion than R

osa Luxem
burg ?

A
nyw

ay, from
 now

 on, all am
biguity is said to have been cleared up. W

e should
be entering the final stage in the history of w

age-labour: w
ork is said to be now

 less
and less available, m

ore and m
ore de-skilled, devoid of any other m

eaning but to
provide an incom

e, thereby preventing the w
age-earner from

 adhering to capital, and
to the plan of a capitalism

 w
ithout capitalists. R

eaching this threshold w
ould m

ake it
im

possible once and for all for labour to assert itself as labour w
ithin capital.

The underlying logic to this approach is to search for an un-m
ediated class rela-

tionship that w
ould leave no other solution for the proletariat but a direct (class

against class) confrontation w
ith capital.

D
eterm

inism
 revisits history to locate the obstacle to revolution, and discovers it

in the form
 of the social space that the w

orkers supposedly w
ished to occupy inside

capitalism
. Then that option is said to be closed now

: such a social space does not
exist any m

ore because in fully real dom
ination capitalism

 is everyw
here. The rea-

sons for past failures give the reasons for tom
orrow

's success, and provide the
inevitability of com

m
unist revolution, as the obstacle is cleared aw

ay by the com
ple-

tion of w
hat is described as capital's quasi natural life cycle.

In other w
ords, 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 m
ethodological flaw

 is to believe in a privileged vantage point that enables
the observer to grasp the totality (and the w

hole m
eaning) of past, present and near

future hum
an history.

In short, the causes of our previous shortcom
ings are not sought in the practical

deeds of the proletarians. The dynam
ic elem

ent, the decisive one, is supposed to be
the m

ovem
ent of capital. The m

utual involvem
ent of capital and labour is reduced to

a one-w
ay relation of cause and effect. H

istory gets frozen.
W

e w
ould prefer to say that there is no other lim

it to the life-span of capital than
the conscious activity of the proletarians. O

therw
ise, no crisis, how

ever deep it m
ight

be, w
ill be enough to produce such a result. A

nd any deep crisis (a crisis of the sys-
tem

, not just in it) could be the last if the proletarians took advantage of it. B
ut

there'll never be a day of reckoning, a final unm
ediated show

dow
n, as if at long last

the proletarians w
ere directly facing capital and therefore attacking it.
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s 
ce

nt
ra

l a
s 

w
e'r

e 
so

m
et

im
es

 to
ld

, F
or

di
sm

 w
ou

ld
ha

ve
 ta

ke
n 

it 
up

. B
ut

 S
ci

en
tif

ic
 M

an
ag

em
en

t d
id

 n
ot

 d
ef

ea
t t

he
 s

ki
lle

d 
w

or
ke

rs
 b

y
be

st
ow

in
g 

m
or

e 
pr

of
es

si
on

al
 d

ig
ni

ty
 o

n 
th

e 
sh

op
flo

or
, b

ut
 b

y 
de

-s
ki

lli
ng

 a
nd

 b
re

ak
-

in
g 

do
w

n 
tra

de
s. 

G
en

er
ou

s 
sc

he
m

es
 fo

r j
ob

 e
nr

ic
hm

en
t a

nd
 re

-e
m

po
w

er
m

en
t a

re
on

ly
 im

pl
em

en
te

d 
to

 d
is

ru
pt

 th
e 

au
to

no
m

y 
of

 th
e 

w
or

k 
te

am
: t

he
n 

th
es

e 
re

fo
rm

s
gr

ad
ua

lly
 fa

de
 a

w
ay

 b
ec

au
se

 th
e 

ra
nk

 a
nd

 fi
le

 d
oe

s 
no

t r
ea

lly
 c

ar
e.

Th
e 

id
ea

s 
th

at
 ru

le
 a

re
 th

os
e 

of
 th

e 
ru

lin
g 

cl
as

s. 
Th

e 
id

eo
lo

gy
 o

f w
or

k,
 w

ha
te

ve
r

fo
rm

 it
 ta

ke
s, 

is
 th

e 
ca

pi
ta

lis
t i

de
ol

og
y 

of
 w

or
k.

 T
he

re
 c

an
't 

be
 a

ny
 o

th
er

. W
he

n 
th

e
so

ci
al

 c
on

se
ns

us
 is

 s
ha

tte
re

d,
 th

at
 re

pr
es

en
ta

tio
n 

go
es

 d
ow

n 
w

ith
 th

e 
ot

he
rs

. I
t w

ou
ld

be
 p

ar
ad

ox
ic

al
 th

at
 a

 s
ev

er
e 

cr
is

is
, i

ns
te

ad
 o

f s
ha

ki
ng

 it
, s

ho
ul

d 
de

ve
lo

p 
it 

ev
en

 fu
r-

th
er

. R
EV

O
LU

TI
O

N
 IS

 N
O

 E
X

A
C

T 
SC

IE
N

C
E

Th
e 

fir
st

 p
ar

t o
f t

hi
s 

es
sa

y 
w

as
 m

ai
nl

y 
hi

st
or

ic
al

. W
ha

t f
ol

lo
w

s 
co

ul
d 

be
 c

al
le

d
"m

et
ho

do
lo

gi
ca

l"
. O

ur
 c

rit
iq

ue
 o

f d
et

er
m

in
is

m
 fo

cu
se

s 
on

 a
 g

en
er

al
 te

nd
en

cy
 a

m
on

g
re

vo
lu

tio
na

rie
s 

to
 tr

ea
t c

ap
ita

lis
t c

iv
ili

sa
tio

n 
as

 if
 it

 w
er

e 
a 

on
e-

w
ay

 s
tre

et
 to

 re
vo

lu
-

tio
n. Fr

om
 th

e 
om

ni
pr

es
en

ce
 o

f c
ap

ita
l, 

on
e 

ca
n 

co
nc

lu
de

 w
ith

 th
e 

po
ss

ib
ili

ty
 - 

or
 e

ve
n

ne
ce

ss
ity

 -o
f r

ev
ol

ut
io

n.
 O

ne
 c

ou
ld

 a
ls

o 
de

du
ct

 fr
om

 it
 th

e 
im

po
ss

ib
ili

ty
 o

f a
 re

vo
lu

-
tio

n.
 T

ha
t t

yp
e 

of
 re

as
on

in
g 

m
ay

 b
e 

re
pe

at
ed

 in
de

fin
ite

ly
, a

nd
 s

til
l b

e 
us

ed
 in

 a
 h

un
-

dr
ed

 y
ea

rs
 if

 c
ap

ita
lis

m
 is

 s
til

l t
he

re
. A

th
eo

re
tic

al
 m

od
el

 e
xp

la
in

s 
no

th
in

g 
bu

t i
ts

el
f.

Ye
st

er
da

y 
an

d 
to

m
or

ro
w

, a
s 

m
an

y 
re

as
on

s 
po

in
t t

o 
th

e 
co

nt
in

ui
ty

 o
f c

ap
ita

lis
m

 a
s 

to
its

 a
bo

lit
io

n.
 (A

s 
w

e 
w

ro
te

 e
ar

lie
r, 

on
ly

 w
he

n 
ac

co
m

pl
is

he
d 

w
ill

 th
e 

de
st

ru
ct

io
n 

of
th

e 
ol

d 
w

or
ld

 th
ro

w
 a

 fu
ll 

lig
ht

 o
n 

pa
st

 fa
ilu

re
s.)

So
m

e 
co

m
ra

de
s 

po
st

ul
at

e 
th

e 
co

m
in

g 
of

 a
n 

ul
tim

at
e 

st
ag

e 
w

he
n 

th
e 

in
ne

r w
or

ki
ng

of
 th

e 
sy

st
em

 w
on

't 
ju

st
 u

ps
et

 it
, b

ut
 d

es
tro

y 
it.

 T
he

y 
be

lie
ve

 th
at

 w
ha

te
ve

r h
as

 h
ap

-
pe

ne
d 

be
fo

re
 th

at
 fi

na
l s

ta
ge

 h
as

 b
ee

n 
ne

ce
ss

ar
y,

 b
ec

au
se

 u
p 

to
 n

ow
 th

e 
w

or
ke

rs
 h

av
e

on
ly

 b
ee

n 
ab

le
 to

 re
fo

rm
 c

ap
ita

lis
m

. N
ow

 th
er

e 
co

m
es

 a
 th

re
sh

ol
d 

w
he

n 
re

fo
rm

be
co

m
es

 u
tte

rly
 p

oi
nt

le
ss

, a
 th

re
sh

ol
d 

th
at

 le
av

es
 n

o 
ot

he
r o

pt
io

n 
ex

ce
pt

 re
vo

lu
tio

n.
Pa

st
 ra

di
ca

l p
ro

le
ta

ria
n 

ac
tiv

ity
 h

as
 o

nl
y 

co
nt

rib
ut

ed
 to

 b
rin

g 
ab

ou
t t

he
 h

is
to

ric
al

m
om

en
t t

ha
t m

ak
es

 re
vo

lu
tio

n 
po

ss
ib

le
 --

 o
r n

ec
es

sa
ry

, r
at

he
r. 

U
nt

il 
th

en
, t

he
 c

la
ss

st
ru

gg
le

 h
as

 p
ro

vi
de

d 
th

e 
re

qu
ire

d 
se

qu
en

ce
 o

f p
ha

se
s 

pr
ep

ar
in

g 
th

e 
fin

al
 p

ha
se

.
B

y 
th

e 
w

ay
, t

hi
s 

w
ou

ld
 ju

st
ify

 w
ha

t h
as

 b
ee

n 
ca

lle
d 

M
ar

x'
s 

an
d 

En
ge

ls
's 

"r
ev

ol
u-
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W
O

R
K

ER
S'

 M
A

N
A

G
EM

EN
T 

A
S 

A
 U

TO
PI

A
 O

F 
SK

IL
LE

D
 L

A
BO

U
R

Th
e 

as
pi

ra
tio

n 
to

 s
et

 u
p 

th
e 

w
or

ke
rs

 a
s 

th
e 

ru
lin

g 
cl

as
s 

an
d 

to
 b

ui
ld

 a
 w

or
ke

rs
'

w
or

ld
 w

as
 a

t i
ts

 h
ig

he
st

 in
 th

e 
he

yd
ay

 o
f t

he
 la

bo
ur

 m
ov

em
en

t, 
w

he
n 

th
e 

Se
co

nd
 a

nd
Th

ird
 In

te
rn

at
io

na
ls

 w
er

e 
m

or
e 

th
an

 b
ig

 p
ar

tie
s 

an
d 

un
io

ns
: t

he
y 

w
er

e 
a 

w
ay

 o
f l

ife
, a

co
un

te
r-s

oc
ie

ty
. T

ha
t a

sp
ira

tio
n 

w
as

 c
ar

rie
d 

by
 "

M
ar

xi
sm

" 
as

 w
el

l a
s 

by
 "

an
ar

ch
is

m
"

(p
ar

tic
ul

ar
ly

 in
 it

s 
re

vo
lu

tio
na

ry
 s

yn
di

ca
lis

t f
or

m
). 

It 
co

in
ci

de
d 

w
ith

 th
e 

gr
ow

th
 o

f
la

rg
e 

sc
al

e 
in

du
st

ry
 (a

s 
op

po
se

d 
to

 m
an

uf
ac

tu
re

 e
ar

lie
r, 

an
d 

Sc
ie

nt
ifi

c 
M

an
ag

em
en

t
la

te
r)

. (
8)

"L
et

 th
e 

m
in

er
s 

ru
n 

th
e 

m
in

e,
 th

e 
w

or
ke

rs
 ru

n 
th

e 
fa

ct
or

y.
.."

 T
hi

s 
on

ly
 m

ak
es

se
ns

e 
w

he
n 

th
e 

pe
op

le
 in

vo
lv

ed
 c

an
 id

en
tif

y 
w

ith
 w

ha
t t

he
y 

do
, a

nd
 w

he
n 

th
ey

 c
ol

-
le

ct
iv

el
y 

pr
od

uc
e 

w
ha

t t
he

y 
ar

e.
 A

lth
ou

gh
 ra

ilw
ay

m
en

 d
o 

no
t m

an
uf

ac
tu

re
 tr

ai
n

en
gi

ne
s, 

th
ey

 a
re

 e
nt

itl
ed

 to
 s

ay
: W

e 
ru

n 
th

e 
ra

ilw
ay

 li
ne

s, 
w

e 
ar

e 
th

e 
ra

ilw
ay

 s
ys

te
m

.
Th

is
 w

as
 n

ot
 th

e 
ca

se
 o

f t
he

 c
ra

fts
m

en
 p

us
he

d 
to

ge
th

er
 in

 th
e 

m
an

uf
ac

tu
re

: t
he

y
co

ul
d 

dr
ea

m
 o

f a
n 

in
du

st
ria

lis
at

io
n 

th
at

 w
ou

ld
 tu

rn
 it

s 
ba

ck
 o

n 
th

e 
bi

g 
fa

ct
or

y 
an

d
re

tu
rn

 to
 th

e 
sm

al
l w

or
ks

ho
p,

 a
nd

 to
 a

 p
riv

at
e 

in
de

pe
nd

en
t p

ro
pe

rty
 fr

ee
d 

of
 m

on
ey

-
fe

tte
rs

 (f
or

 e
xa

m
pl

e,
 th

an
ks

 to
 fr

ee
 c

re
di

t à
 la

 P
ro

ud
ho

n,
 o

r t
o 

Lo
ui

s 
B

la
nc

's 
Pe

op
le

's
B

an
k)

.
O

n 
th

e 
co

nt
ra

ry
, t

he
re

 w
as

 n
o 

go
in

g 
ba

ck
 fo

r t
he

 s
ki

lle
d 

el
ec

tri
ci

ty
 o

r m
et

al
 w

or
k-

er
, m

in
er

, r
ai

lw
ay

m
an

 o
r d

oc
ke

r. 
H

is
 G

ol
de

n 
A

ge
 w

as
 n

ot
 to

 b
e 

fo
un

d 
in

 th
e 

pa
st

, b
ut

in
 a

 fu
tu

re
 b

as
ed

 o
n 

gi
an

t f
ac

to
rie

s..
. w

ith
ou

t b
os

se
s. 

H
is

 e
xp

er
ie

nc
e 

in
 a

 re
la

tiv
el

y
au

to
no

m
ou

s 
w

or
k 

te
am

 m
ad

e 
it 

lo
gi

ca
l f

or
 h

im
 to

 th
in

k 
he

 c
ou

ld
 c

ol
le

ct
iv

el
y 

m
an

ag
e

th
e 

fa
ct

or
y,

 a
nd

 o
n 

th
e 

sa
m

e 
m

od
el

 th
e 

w
ho

le
 s

oc
ie

ty
, w

hi
ch

 w
as

 c
on

ce
iv

ed
 o

f a
s 

an
in

te
r-c

on
ne

ct
io

n 
of

 fi
rm

s 
th

at
 h

ad
 to

 b
e 

de
m

oc
ra

tic
al

ly
 re

un
ifi

ed
 to

 d
o 

aw
ay

 w
ith

bo
ur

ge
oi

s 
an

ar
ch

y.
 T

he
 w

or
ke

rs
 p

er
fo

rm
 ta

sk
s 

w
hi

ch
 th

e 
bo

ss
 m

er
el

y 
or

ga
ni

se
s:

 s
o

th
e 

bo
ss

 c
ou

ld
 b

e 
di

sp
en

se
d 

w
ith

. W
or

ke
rs

' o
r "

in
du

st
ria

l"
 d

em
oc

ra
cy

 w
as

 a
n 

ex
te

n-
si

on
 o

f a
 c

om
m

un
ity

 (b
ot

h 
m

yt
h 

an
d 

re
al

ity
) t

ha
t e

xi
st

ed
 in

 th
e 

un
io

n 
m

ee
tin

g,
 in

 th
e

st
rik

e,
 in

 th
e 

w
or

ke
rs

' d
is

tri
ct

, i
n 

th
e 

pu
b 

or
 th

e 
ca

fé
, i

n 
a 

sp
ec

ifi
c 

la
ng

ua
ge

, a
nd

 in
 a

po
w

er
fu

l n
et

w
or

k 
of

 in
st

itu
tio

ns
 th

at
 s

ha
pe

d 
w

or
ki

ng
 c

la
ss

 li
fe

 fr
om

 th
e 

af
te

rm
at

h 
of

th
e 

Pa
ris

 C
om

m
un

e 
to

 th
e 

19
50

s 
or

 6
0s

.
Th

is
 w

as
 n

o 
lo

ng
er

 th
e 

ca
se

 o
f t

he
 in

du
st

ria
l o

r s
er

vi
ce

 s
ec

to
r u

ns
ki

lle
d 

w
or

ke
r.

O
ne

 c
an

no
t e

nv
is

ag
e 

m
an

ag
in

g 
a 

la
bo

ur
 p

ro
ce

ss
 th

at
 h

as
 b

ee
n 

fr
ag

m
en

te
d 

in
si

de
 th

e
pl

an
t a

s 
be

tw
ee

n 
ge

og
ra

ph
ic

al
ly

 s
ep

ar
at

e 
pr

od
uc

tio
n 

un
its

. W
he

n 
a 

ca
r o

r a
 to

ot
h-

br
us

h 
co

m
pr

is
es

 c
om

po
ne

nt
s 

fr
om

 tw
o 

or
 th

re
e 

co
nt

in
en

ts
, n

o 
co

lle
ct

iv
e 

w
or

ke
r i

s
ab

le
 to

 re
ga

rd
 it

 a
s 

hi
s 

ow
n.

 T
ot

al
ity

 is
 s

pl
it.

 W
or

k 
lo

se
s 

its
 u

ni
ty

. W
or

ke
rs

 a
re

 n
o

lo
ng

er
 u

ni
fie

d 
by

 th
e 

co
nt

en
t o

f t
as

ks
, n

or
 b

y 
th

e 
gl

ob
al

ity
 o

f p
ro

du
ct

io
n.

 O
ne

 c
an

on
ly

 w
is

h 
to

 (s
el

f)
m

an
ag

e 
w

ha
t o

ne
 m

as
te

rs
.

Ta
yl

or
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ed
 w

or
ke

rs
 (l

ik
e 
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e 
in
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e 

U
S 

in
 th
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30
s)

 d
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 n
ot
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rm

 c
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ils

. T
he

co
lle
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iv

e 
or
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n 

of
 s

tru
gg
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 w

as
 n

ot
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t t
he

 s
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e 
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e 
a 
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e 

m
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m
ent organ. The strike and occupation com

m
ittee w

as only an aggregate instrum
ent

of solidarity, and provided the leadership of that specific m
ovem

ent: it w
as not a

body that w
ould represent or incarnate labour for other tasks (particularly the running

of the firm
). The Taylorised w

orkplace leaves little room
 for m

anagerial aspirations.
It's interesting to observe that after 1945, w

orkers' councils re-em
erged in State

capitalist countries that rem
ained m

ainly in the large scale m
echanised industry stage,

and w
ere hardly penetrated by Scientific M

anagem
ent: East G

erm
any, 1953; Poland,

1955 and 1971; H
ungary,1956; C

zechoslovakia, 1968.
"The future w

orld m
ust be a w

orkers' w
orld", as a C

hinese com
m

unist put it
around 1920.There lay the dream

land of skilled labour. H
ow

ever, after 1914-18, even
w

here in Europe the m
ovem

ent w
as at its m

ost radical, in G
erm

any, w
here a sizeable

m
inority attacked unions and parliam

entary dem
ocracy, and w

here groups like the
K

A
PD

 w
ould im

plem
ent a w

orkers' program
m

e, there w
ere hardly any attem

pts to
take over production in order to m

anage it. W
hatever plans they m

ay have nurtured,
in practice neither the Essen and B

erlin w
orkers nor those in Turin put w

ork at the
centre of society, even of a socialist one. Factories w

ere used as strongholds in w
hich

the proletarians w
ould entrench them

selves, not as levers of social re-organisation.
Even in Italy, the plant w

as not a bastion to be defended at all costs. M
any Turin

w
orkers w

ould occupy their w
orkplace in the daytim

e, leave at night and com
e back

in the m
orning. (Such behaviour w

ill re-occur in Italy's H
ot A

utum
n, 1969.) This is

no sign of extrem
e radicality. Those proletarians abstained from

 changing the w
orld

as m
uch as from

 prom
oting w

ork, and "only" snatched from
 capital w

hat they could
get. That unform

ulated refusal of w
ork contrasted w

ith thousands of pro-w
ork

posters and speeches. It just show
ed that these proletarians w

eren't totally caught in
the fram

ew
ork w

here they'd been trapped, and w
here they'd trapped them

selves.

FR
A

N
C

E
, JU

N
E

 1936 (9)

M
uch has been w

ritten about the transform
ation of factories into closed-in w

ork-
ers' fortresses. B

ut the June 36 sit-dow
ns never aim

ed to re-start production. Their
objective w

as less to "protect" the m
achinery (w

hich no saboteur threatened) than to
use it to put pressure on the boss and to have a good tim

e. The conscious festive
dim

ension w
as far m

ore im
portant than an alleged w

ill to prove productive abilities
superior to those of the bourgeois. Very few

 even contem
plated w

orker m
anagem

ent
of the occupied plants. A

harsh and alienating place w
as turned into liberated space,

if only for a few
 w

eeks. It certainly w
as no revolution, nor its daw

ning, but a trans-
gression, a place and tim

e to enjoy a som
ew

hat illegal yet fully legitim
ate holiday,

w
hile w

inning substantial reform
s. The striker w

as proud to show
 his fam

ily round

12

m
arch, and (at least until now

) uses social crises to regenerate itself. The contradic-
tion of the proletarian is to be the bearer of a com

m
odity that contains the possibility

of all others, and can transform
 everything, w

hile having to sell this com
m

odity, and
therefore to act and picture him

self as a valoriser. The potential gravedigger of the
system

 is the sam
e one w

ho feeds it.
O

nly w
ith com

m
odity exchange do relationships betw

een hum
ans appear as rela-

tions betw
een things. The 19th century w

orker tended to see in capital only the capi-
talist. The 21st century w

age-earner often perceives capital as just... capital, and not
his ow

n activity that (re)produces it. Fetishism
 still rules, albeit depersonalised The

denunciation of exploitation usually m
isses w

hat econom
y is: the dom

ination of
everything and everyone by production for value. A

ctually, w
hat's at stake from

 a
com

m
unist point of view

 is not w
hat capital hides and w

hat m
ost proletarians have

the intuition of: the extraction of surplus-value. W
hat's at stake is w

hat capitalism
im

poses daily in real life and im
presses on our m

inds: the econom
y as som

ething
obvious and inevitable, the necessity of exchanging com

m
odities, of buying and sell-

ing labour, if w
e w

ish to avoid w
ant, m

isery and dictatorship.
True, contem

porary w
ork does not socialise w

ell because it tends to becom
e a

pure m
eans of earning a living. Still, that socialisation does not vanish. (The em

er-
gence of radical reform

ism
 has to do w

ith its persistence.) A
s a M

oulinex laid-off
w

orker said in 2001: "The hardest thing now
 is to be alone." The ideology of labour

pow
er is the necessary ideology of the proletarian w

ithin capital. That com
m

odity is
the prim

e reality of billions of m
en and w

om
en. The proletarian is never reduced to

w
hat capital turns him

 into, yet he feels a need to be recognised and socially
enhanced, and that need is based on his only asset: w

ork. H
e has to have this positive

im
age of him

self, if only to be able to sell him
self on good term

s. In an interview
, the

job seeker w
ill not devalue him

self. If he did, he w
ould subm

it to the com
m

on preju-
dice that debases the com

petence of a sim
ple order-taker.

O
n the other hand, non-adherence to w

ork is not enough to guarantee the possibil-
ity of revolution, let alone its success. A

proletarian w
ho regards him

self as nothing
w

ill never question anything. The unskilled w
orker of 1970 w

as convinced he w
as

doing a stupid job, not that he w
as stupid him

self: his critique addressed precisely the
em

ptiness of an activity unw
orthy of w

hat he claim
ed to be. A

purely negative vision
of the w

orld and of oneself is synonym
ous w

ith resignation or acceptance of any-
thing. The proletarian only starts acting as a revolutionary w

hen he goes beyond the
negative of his condition and begins to create som

ething positive out of it, i.e. som
e-

thing that subverts the existing order. It's not for lack of a critique of w
ork that the

proletarians have not "m
ade the revolution", but because they stayed w

ithin a nega-
tive critique of w

ork.
The affirm

ation of labour has not been the principal factor of counter-revolution,25
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SPA
IN

, 1936 (11)

A
part from

 farm
ing estates, m

any com
-

panies w
ere collectivised and production

restarted by the personnel. O
ften because

the boss had fled, but som
etim

es to "pun-
ish" one w

ho'd stayed but sabotaged pro-
duction to harm

 the Popular Front. That
period gave birth to a m

ultitude of m
ean-

ingful experiences, like w
aiters refusing

tips on the m
otive that they w

eren't ser-
vants. O

ther endeavours tried to suppress
m

oney circulation and develop non-m
er-

cantile relationships betw
een production

and betw
een people.

A
nother future w

as in search of itself,
and it carried w

ith it the superseding of
w

ork as a separate activity. The m
ain

objective w
as to organise social life w

ith-
out the ruling classes, or "outside" them

.
The Spanish proletarians, in the factories as w

ell as in the fields, did not aim
 at

developing production, but at living free. They w
eren't liberating production from

bourgeois fetters, they w
ere m

ore plainly doing their best to liberate them
selves from

bourgeois dom
ination.(12)

In practice, the dem
ocratic m

anagem
ent of the com

pany usually m
eant its union

m
anagem

ent by C
N

T
and U

G
T

(the socialist union) activists or officials. It's they
w

ho described self-governance of production as the road to socialism
, but it does not

seem
 that the rank and file identified itself w

ith such a prospect.
Loathing w

ork had long been a perm
anent feature of Spanish w

orking class life. It
continued under the Popular Front. This resistance w

as in contradiction w
ith the pro-

gram
m

e (particularly upheld by the anarcho-syndicalists) calling the proles to get
fully involved in the running of the w

orkplace. The w
orkers show

ed little interest in
factory m

eetings w
hich discussed the organising of production. Som

e collectivised
com

panies had to change the m
eeting day from

 Sunday (w
hen nobody cared to turn

up) to Thursday. W
orkers also rejected piece rates, neglected w

orking schedules, or
deserted the place. W

hen piecew
ork w

as legally abolished, productivity fell. In
February 1937, the C

N
T

m
etalw

orkers' union regretted that too m
any w

orkers took
advantage of industrial injuries. In N

ovem
ber, som

e railw
aym

en refused to com
e on

Saturday afternoon.
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value as the result of a uniform
 totality. M

anagers know
 their M

arx better than Toni
N

egri: they keep tracing and m
easuring productive places and m

om
ents to try and

rationalise them
 m

ore and m
ore. They even locate and develop "profit centres" w

ith-
in the com

pany. W
ork is not diffuse, it is separated from

 the rest. If m
anual labour is

evidently not the unique or m
ain source of value, if "im

m
aterial" labour is on the

increase, w
ork rem

ains vital to our societies. It is strange to speak of an "end of
w

ork" w
hen tem

p agencies are am
ong the largest em

ployers in the U
S.

In a country like France, though sociologists and statisticians tell us that there are
m

ore office than factory w
orkers (now

 reduced to ¼
 of the w

orking population), the
latter - 80%

 of w
hom

 are m
ale - are often m

arried to the form
er. A

s a consequence,
40%

 of kids are living in a household w
here one of their parents is a "blue collar"

w
orker, often em

ployed in the service sector. Instead of w
alking through factory

gates every m
orning, he is in charge of m

aintenance, drives a heavy vehicle, m
oves

goods in a w
arehouse, etc. H

alf of French w
orkers aren't "industrial" anym

ore. Still,
thus defined, w

orkers are the m
ost num

erous groups. W
hether they're old-style facto-

ry operatives, service sector m
anual w

age-earners, taylorised clerks, cashiers, etc.,
underling w

age-earners com
pose over half of the French w

orking population. (It
w

ould be interesting to have the exact figures for a w
ould-be "city of the future" like

Los A
ngeles.) These facts do not change anything in the validity or vanity of a com

-
m

unist perspective: their only m
erit is precisely to show

 that nothing fundam
ental

has changed since the 19th century. A
ccording to M

arx's ow
n figures in C

apital's vol-
um

e I, there w
ere m

ore servants than industrial w
orkers in m

id-V
ictorian England.

Should the theory of the proletariat be w
rong, it w

as already so in 1867,and it isn't
w

rong in 2002 because there aren't enough w
orkers left.

C
apitalism

 is the first universal exploitation system
. Surplus-labour is no longer

extorted from
 som

eone w
ho organises and therefore controls his production to a large

extent, as w
as the case of the peasant under A

siatic despotism
, the serf pressurised by

his lord and by the taxm
an, or the craftsm

an dom
inated by the m

erchant. These
w

eren't exploited w
ithin their w

ork: part of the fruit of their labour w
as taken aw

ay
from

 them
 from

 outside and after it had been produced. B
uying and selling labour

pow
er introduces exploitation, not on the edge of hum

an activity, but in its heart.
B

ut, because of that very process, because the w
age-earner sells his labour pow

er,
he lives inside capital, he m

akes capital as m
uch as he is m

ade by it, to a far higher
degree than the peasant depended on his m

aster and the craftsm
an on the m

erchant.
B

ecause he lives (and resists, and fights) inside capital, he produces and shares its
essentials, including consum

ption and dem
ocracy. B

ecause selling his life force is
necessary to him

, he can only despise and reject his w
ork, in reality and in his m

ind,
by rejecting w

hat m
akes him

 exist as a w
age-earner, i.e. by rejecting capital. In other

w
ords, if it's got to be m

ore than everyday resistance, refusal of w
ork is only possible23
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and of w
hat it thinks it is. The collieries' self-esteem

 w
as socially conditioned. The

official M
iner's Status (w

hich dates back to that period) granted quite a few
 advan-

tages, like free m
edical care and heating, but also put the m

ining areas under a pater-
nalistic supervision. The C

G
T

controlled labour and daily life. B
eing regarded as a

loafer w
as close to being treated as a saboteur, or even as a pro-nazi. It w

as up to the
forem

an to decide how
 m

uch coal w
as to be m

ined. Piecew
ork ruled. To put it m

ild-
ly, w

hat productive eagerness there w
as lacked spontaneity.

Real m
iners' pride had m

ore to do w
ith the com

m
unity of labour (festivals, rituals, soli-

darity...)than w
ith the content of w

ork, and even less w
ith its alleged purpose (to produce

for the renaissance of France). In the 30s and 40s, the diary of a radical m
iner like

C.M
alva never m

entions the beauty or the greatness of his craft. To him
, w

ork w
as w

ork
and nothing else. (13)

Productivist practices and speeches also filled a gap. Everyone, including the com
m

on
m

an, claim
ed to be a patriot and accused the bourgeoisie as a w

hole of collaboration w
ith

the G
erm

ans. Coal w
as also the prim

e energy source, and a precious one in a devastated
econom

y. Let's add a direct political cause to this near fusion betw
een patriotism

 and pro-
ductivism

: it helped people forget the support given to the H
itler-Stalin pact by the French

CP, its denunciation of the w
ar in 1939-41 as "im

perialist", and its late involvem
ent in the

anti-G
erm

an Resistance.
Putting the proletarians back to w

ork m
eant reintegrating them

 into the national com
-

m
unity, and punishing those bosses w

ho'd been overtly collaborationist. This is w
hy

Renault w
as nationalised in 1945.

Branding the bourgeoisie as anti-labour and un-French w
as one and the sam

e thing, and
it w

ent along w
ith self-m

anagerial appearances. But this w
as all the m

ore possible as in
France the CP

did not really aspire to pow
er. W

herever it did (in Eastern Europe for
instance), it did not bother w

ith such slogans. In fact, the average French (or Italian, or
A

m
erican..) Stalinist w

as convinced that socialist countries did their best for the w
elfare of

the m
asses, but certainly not that the Russian or Polish w

orkers ran the factories:
Everything for the people's good, nothing by the people them

selves...
The w

hole post-w
ar story looks like a shadow

 theatre. N
o m

ore than the bosses, did
unions and w

orkers' parties ever try to prom
ote labour as a class, or develop a w

age-earn-
ers' dem

ocracy (even a superficial one) inside the firm
s. A

fter the troubled 1920s, after the
persistent rejection of w

ork of the 1930s, the prim
e objective w

as now
 to force the prole-

tarians into reconstructing the econom
y. The w

orkers w
ere too preoccupied w

ith bread and
butter dem

ands to put their m
inds 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 w
ar.

16

ology of w
orkers' m

anagem
ent w

as flatly denied by unions and labour parties of all
kinds. N

ow
 they had a share in pow

er (incorporate boardroom
s as in m

inistries) they
could only prom

ote the econom
y by resorting to the good old devices that had been

beneficial to the bourgeois for centuries.
In the m

ost acute social crises, w
hatever they m

ay have thought or said, the prole-
tarians did not try to assert them

selves through asserting the value of w
ork. Since the

origins of the class struggle, they have kept fighting for less w
orking hours and m

ore
pay. Let's also bear in m

ind the stuff daily w
orkshop or office life is m

ade of: absen-
teeism

, petty thefts, go-slow
s, non genuine illness or faked injuries, even sabotage or

assault on supervisors, all of w
hich only decrease in tim

es of severe unem
ploym

ent.
If "freebie" strikes (for instance, w

hen transportation w
orkers perm

it free rides, or
postal em

ployees allow
 free postage and phone calls) are so rare, it's a sign that

strikes offer a pleasant opportunity to dodge w
ork.

W
e're not suggesting that proletarian reality is a perm

anent underground rebellion.
The contradictory role of the w

age-earner in the productive process entails a con-
tradictory attitude to w

ork. The proletarian puts a lot into w
ork, am

ong other reasons
because no-one can stand a job for hours and years w

ithout a m
inim

um
 of interest,

and because w
ork both stultifies our ability and know

-how
 and allow

s us to express
at least part of them

.
In periods of social turm

oil, either the w
orkers show

 a deep indifference for w
ork

(or som
etim

es run aw
ay from

 it); or w
ork is re-im

posed on them
 . D

uring such peri-
ods, proletarians initiate a critique of their condition, because refusing w

ork is a first
m

ove tow
ard negating oneself as a proletarian.

It's true, how
ever, 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
w

ork that's been lacking,
like an essential dim

ension
up to now

 neglected. H
ow

m
any m

en and w
om

en are
happy to w

ear them
selves

out for the sake of churning
out alarm

 clocks or pencils,
or of processing files for
the N

H
S ? The w

orker is
w

ell aw
are that w

ork stands
as his enem

y and, as far as
he can, he does his best to
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w
orsening repression and the deteriorating living conditions. In A

pril 1947, a partial
w

age freeze w
as im

posed and m
aintained until 1954. For about 15 years, the Fiat

w
orkers underw

ent unrestrained exploitation and w
ere nearly deprived of union pro-

tection. In other w
ords, in 1944-47, the Italian proletarians w

ere not defeated because
they had tried to establish a dom

ination of labour over capital w
hile rem

aining w
ithin

capital. They got crushed by the bourgeoisie in a m
ore conventional w

ay -- w
ith the

help of union and party bureaucracies.

FR
A

N
C

E A
N

D
 ELSEW

H
ER

E, 1968

This tim
e, the festive elem

ent that characterised the June 36 sit-dow
ns w

as fairly
absent in France, but quite w

idespread in Italy. In m
any French factories dom

inated
by the C

G
T, the place w

as practically locked up, for fear restless w
orkers and "out-

siders" w
ould upset the orderly running of the strike by the union. 68 w

as in m
any

respects harsher than 36, as a sm
all but determ

ined proletarian m
inority challenged

the hegem
ony of the Stalinists over the industrial w

orkers.
The festive dim

ension m
oved from

 the factory to the street, w
hich indicated that

the heart of the m
atter and the dem

ands w
ere breaking the w

orkplace barrier and
encom

passing the w
hole of daily life. In France, the m

ost radical w
age-earners w

ould
often leave the factory. There w

as no C
hinese W

all betw
een "w

orkers" and "students"
(a lot of w

hom
 w

ere not students at all). M
any w

orkers, often young ones, w
ould

share their tim
e betw

een their w
ork m

ates inside the factory, and discussion (and
som

etim
es action) groups outside, w

here they m
et w

ith m
inority w

orkers from
 other

factories. (14) M
oreover, during the Italian H

ot A
utum

n of 69, it w
as quite com

m
on

for w
orkers to occupy the prem

ises in the daytim
e, leave at night and be back the fol-

low
ing m

orning, even after they'd been violently fighting the police and com
pany

guards to occupy the plant. They felt that the essential w
ould not be happening just

w
ithin the confines of the w

orkplace. A
s passive reaction (absenteeism

) turned active
(collective sabotage, perm

anent m
eeting and w

ild partying on the assem
bly line,

etc.), it burst outside the factory w
alls.

The afterm
ath of 68 brought forth an experience that set itself (and that m

any peo-
ple took) as an exam

ple, but w
hich rem

ained on the fringe of the m
ovem

ent: in 1973,
LIP, a w

atchm
aker com

pany that w
ent bankrupt, w

as m
anaged by the personnel and

becam
e a sym

bol of self- capitalism
. B

ut its principles ("W
e produce, w

e sell, w
e pay

ourselves") w
ere little m

ore than an ingenious yet desperate attem
pt to avoid unem

-
ploym

ent and to go on getting an incom
e. LIP's w

age-earners self-m
anaged distribu-

tion m
ore than production (they sold a lot of w

atches and m
anufactured few

), until
they had to close dow

n. In the m
id-1970s, radicals w

ere perfectly justified to analyse
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the LIP
adventure as an experim

ent in self-exploitation, but quite w
rong to interpret

it as a feasible form
 of counter-revolution. C

learly, this w
as neither a viable option

for the capitalists, nor a popular one am
ong the w

orkers.
Sim

ilar endeavours w
ere to follow

, particularly in the engineering industry, w
ith a

partial restarting of m
anufacturing and som

e selling of stocks: m
ore a w

ay to react to
a program

m
ed closure, than a blueprint for the future. W

hatever theories m
ay have

been elaborated by leftists, these self-m
anagem

ent em
bryos w

ere grounded on noth-
ing solid, nothing able to m

obilise the w
orkers. Such practices appeared at the cross-

roads of an endem
ic critique of w

ork that led to nothing else, and the beginning of a
capitalist restructuring about to dispose of excess labour.

PO
R

TU
G

A
L, 1974 (15)

The "R
evolution of the C

arnations" set in m
otion factory sit-ins and self-m

anage-
m

ent practices, m
ostly in "poor" industries, em

ploying sim
ple technology and

unskilled labour: textile, furniture m
aking, agro-industry, frequently sm

all or m
edium

size firm
s.

These occupations w
ere usually in response to (real or fraudulent) bankruptcy, or

to a closure of the plant by the ow
ner. Som

etim
es, they got rid of a boss w

ho had
been too visibly supporting the Salazar regim

e. O
ne of the objectives w

as to counter
econom

ic sabotage by the opponents of the R
evolution of the C

arnations. It w
as also

a m
eans to im

pose specific dem
ands such as the  reintegration of fired m

ilitant w
ork-

ers, to apply governm
ent decisions regarding w

ages and w
ork conditions, or to pre-

vent planned redundancies.
This social surge never questioned the circulation of m

oney, nor the existence and
function of the State. Self-m

anagers w
ould turn to the State for capital, and m

ore
often than not Stalinist influenced agencies w

ould logically reserve investm
ent funds

for their political friends or allies. They also asked the State to im
pose exchanges

betw
een self-m

anaged firm
s and those that w

eren't. W
ages w

ere still being paid,
often w

ith a narrow
ed w

age differential, or none. H
ierarchy w

as frequently dism
an-

tled, and the rank and file had a dem
ocratic say in m

ost decisions. Still, the m
ove-

m
ent did not go beyond w

orkers' control over production, w
age scales, and hiring

and firing. It w
as a kind of LIP

extended to an entire relatively poor capitalist coun-
try. The Portuguese experience w

as a replay of all the dead-ends revived by the 60s-
70s era: populism

, syndicalism
, Leninism

, Stalinism
, self-m

anagem
ent...
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