Back in 1883, Karl Marx’s son-in-law Paul Lafargue, got
himself banged up in prison for making a speech in favour
of socialism. Not one to waste time, he spent his days in
jail putting the finishing touches to his most famous essay,
The Right to Be Lazy.

In what is now recognised as a classic, and prescient,
work of socialist thought, he praised leisure, advocated a
three-hour working day and called for stiff penalties for
anyone found working longer hours.

“Far better were it to scatter pestilence and to poison the
springs than to erect a capitalist factory in the midst of a
rural population. Introduce factory work, and farewell joy,
health and liberty; farewell to all that makes life beautiful
and worth living.”
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Biographical note

BORN in Cuba in 1842, Paul Lafargue was an important figure in
French socialism. He started out as an anarchist, them embraced
Marxism — quite literally, marrying Karl Marx’s daughter, Laura.
He went on to be a major figure in the French Workers’ Party.

Karl didn’t seem to like him much, accusing him and his party of
“revolutionary phrase-mongering” and of denying the value of
reformist struggle, also saying “If he is a Marxist, then I am
clearly not”. Karl wrote to his mate Friedrich Engels that
“Lafargue has the blemish customarily found in the negro tribe”
(Paul was of mixed French, Jewish, African and indigenous
Caribbean ancestry). Engels likewise sneered at him “Being in
his quality as a nigger, a degree nearer to the rest of the animal
kingdom than the rest of us...”.

Given that kind of shit, it is perhaps not surprising that it’s
mostly been anarchists who have kept his memory alive, but it’s
also a tad ironic, as he spent much of his political life attacking
anarchist groups. Anarchist affection for him is chiefly due to his
1883 essay, The Right to Be Lazy, a call for the workers of the
world to stop working so much and indulge in the joy of leisure.

Paul wrote this text on the virtues of laziness while in prison for
giving a socialist speech. While the eight-hour day was still a
dream, and the slogan ‘the right to work’ was spreading like a
bad cold, he demanded a three-hour working day and even
condemned the proletariat for its “passion for work”.

He was imprisoned several times, during one such sojourn
becoming the first socialist elected to the French parliament. In
the end, Paul and Laura killed themselves in a joint suicide pact.
Like almost everyone else, they are buried in the Pere Lachaise
Cemetery in Paris.
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