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In the Communist Manifesto, Marx once observed that "Society as a whole is more and more splitting up into two great hostile camps, into two great classes directly facing each other: Bourgeoisie and Proletariat." What he failed to emphasise, however, is that the "propertied" and the "propertyless" spoken of here are by no means the "propertied" and "propertyless" in the sense of national economy; they are the "propertied" and "propertyless" in the sense of political economy.

And this movement has conveyed to us three messages at once:
1. how Marx's thesis is unfolding with ever-growing intensity, in the sense of political economy, on the soil of capitalist society in the twenty-first century;
2. how, owing to the fundamental division between national economy and political economy, this thesis cannot be correctly apprehended;
3. how, as more and more small producers in the sense of national economy are cast into the ranks of the proletariat in the sense of political economy, they, through their own national-economy movement, are tearing apart the unified political will of the proletariat and bringing with them a heavy burden of petty-bourgeois habits?
We have already emphasised more than once that the criterion of class division has as its central anchor the "actual capacity to control the production of labour power." The essence of class difference lies in the distributive difference between the "actual capacity to control the production process of one's own labour-power commodity" and the "capacity to dominate the production process of the labour-power commodity of others."
If we examine the present structure of society with this analytical framework, we can clearly discern the change in the forms of domination by capital:
A scholar who, in the analysis of the vulgar economists, plainly belongs to the middle class possesses almost no actual capacity to control the production of his own labour power once he is deeply disciplined by performance metrics and cannot even decide the direction of his own research autonomously.
A chain-store proprietor appears to own the means of production of his shop, yet the running of his business is deeply subject to the directives of the head office. Consider, again, those senior programmers or platform creators possessed of high salaries and technical skills: their labour process is likewise subject to the microscopic surveillance of algorithmic logic and data interfaces.
All this was difficult to achieve in the industrial age. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, for want of timely means of communication and of the interconnection of big data through the internet, the domination of the production of labour power could generally be realised only by way of the intermediary of possession of the material means of production.
Thus there emerges a profound dislocation and a blind spot of history. The industrial age in which Marx lived, because of the insufficient development of the productive forces, did not permit him, in the analysis of classes, to penetrate the appearance of possession of material things or material means of production and to reach the core of labour power.
Therefore, once we take up the lens of "labour power," we find that, with the development of the productive forces and the arrival of the digital age, instant management across space and time and a unified capacity for domination have been realised. The domination of capital is ever less disguised: core and appearance are now one — the direct domination of labour power — and the polarisation of the classes grows ever more pronounced.
Of course, the polarisation of classes of which we speak does not mean that the bourgeoisie and the proletariat have each, internally, already attained complete unity in quality and quantity, thereby achieving a perfect opposition.
The qualitative unity within a class has indeed already been realised: each is a group marked by the systemic loss of the "actual capacity to control the production of labour power." But differences of quantity must and necessarily exist within the class.
"Inevitably" — because as the productive forces develop, class division can be based only on its core and fundamental difference, namely the actual capacity to control the production of labour power, while the productive forces determine the relations of production and the economic base determines the superstructure. As the productive forces develop and material conditions grow abundant, the diversity of the forms of production and life of the labourers becomes a necessity of history.
"Necessarily" — because the proletariat must realise the emancipation of all humanity; the diversity and difference of individuals and their differences in magnitude are an inevitable trend, and they form an integral part of the very emancipation the proletariat pursues. To forcibly render diverse and unique human beings uniform is a manifestation of "elementalisation," a transgressive act that departs from the historic mission of the proletariat.
Therefore, the polarisation of classes is not merely a theoretical presupposition; it is a historical process that has already begun and is now proceeding in full swing. Yet history will by no means unfold before them, as those vulgar dogmatists imagine, a spotless and pure proletarian whole, steeped in idealism — or rather in utopianism — monolithic as a slab of iron, a proletarian whole perfectly unified in quality and quantity.
At the same time, the scholars and theoreticians of bourgeois vulgar economics, national economics above all, are forever resorting to such frenzied ravings as "the theory of the expanding middle class," "the theory of the disappearance of the proletariat," and "the capitalisation of technical skill" to proclaim the obsolescence of Marx's thesis of polar opposition.
We must admit that Marx and Engels, constrained by historical conditions and by the insufficient development of the productive forces, in their treatment of the essential differences of class and the external criteria of its division, could not but remain at the surface of possession in the form of material legal title, failing to reach the central position of labour power in the essence of class difference — at least they did not argue it clearly and systematically — and thus left this restless crowd of fanatics room for their clamour. These bourgeois scholars have mistaken — or rather, deliberately distorted — the political-economic analysis which Marx and Engels, owing to historical limitations, focused on the material means of production, into a metaphysics of juridical possession, aligning it with national economy in order to prop up their hole-ridden "theory of the expanding middle class." And it is precisely this group of bourgeois scholars who have made such a parade of themselves that we have for so long genuinely believed that, with the development of the productive forces, the proletariat would disappear, that the opposition between bourgeoisie and proletariat would be correspondingly moderated, leaving only the contradiction between labour and capital, leaving only contradictions that could be reconciled through high welfare and high remuneration. This is the wolfish ambition of bourgeois ideology.
When more and more groups who, in terms of national economy or vulgar economics, identify themselves as middle class and petty bourgeoisie and hold themselves superior are cast, in terms of political economy, into the ranks of the proletarians, the petty-bourgeois aura they carry within them exerts an immense influence upon the proletarian ranks as a whole.
It must be clearly understood that the petty-bourgeois aura here does not refer to their leading a relatively abundant material life — drinking coffee, eating one's fill — for these are not marks of the petty bourgeoisie but the material abundance brought by the development of the productive forces. Dogmatists frequently mistake these things for hedonism and reproach the proletarian ranks with them, which is essentially a distortion of Marxism.
On the contrary, the core of the petty-bourgeois aura lies in compromise, vacillation and lack of firmness on political and economic questions; in the cult of individualism in matters of interest; and in an instinctive resistance to centralised discipline and unified will. In the present struggles this habit of mind finds concentrated expression in the following respects:
First, in a blind rejection of the revolutionary party and of unified discipline, which they reduce to an anarchistic cult of spontaneity. In the recent upheaval centred on France, the participants have generally displayed a fanatical vigilance against central leadership and organisational discipline, attempting to combat the highly organised state apparatus of the bourgeoisie with atomised spontaneous association, with the result that the movement readily sinks into directionless dissipation. This has, of course, its social conditions and historical background, but that cannot serve as a disclaimer absolving them of culpability.
Second, they have accomplished the first step of association — association based on hobbies and identity — but not the second step of association on the ground of class. They spurn union with the broadest and most powerful body of industrial workers; they cannot genuinely join with them, nor link the demands of their own marginalised group identity to the core and fundamental demands of class interest. Their struggle manifests itself rather as an association whose mechanism of attraction is hobbies and identity than as an association of class interests; indeed, many struggles have in the end evolved into a cultural performance displaying individuality rather than a serious political struggle.
Third, from the foregoing we can see that the class struggle of the twenty-first century does indeed confront problems and opportunities entirely new, such as the Communist International and the workers' movement of the nineteenth century never encountered.
Its opportunity lies in this: at the essential level of political economy, as the domination of capital over the production of labour power deepens, class contradictions and polar opposition have not been moderated; on the contrary, they are more profound and more acute than in any previous era. As the outpost of revolution, the students have once again been the first to kindle the flame of struggle on the soil of Europe, demonstrating their historic position as the first kindlers of the consciousness of emancipation.
But its problem is graver still, and it has erupted in full force in the present movement: how to cross back over and return from a mechanism of association centred on hobbies, identity and individual traits to the common ground of class. This new form of association, which takes individual traits and spiritual needs as its centre, is itself undoubtedly an immense historical advance, marking that the development of the productive forces has afforded humanity the leisure to pursue the unfolding of the self and the release of individuality. Yet it is at the same time the profound problem of this age: when such association remains confined to private, aesthetic, identity-bound circles and cannot be advanced to the second step — namely, its reunification with the objective ground of class interests — it can only sink into the few scraps cast off by the great material emancipation, or even be co-opted by the commodity logic of capital.
In this movement this problem has erupted in full: although the students and the marginalised groups have accomplished the first step of association based on identity and demands, the lack of any conscious mechanism capable of guiding this association onto the ground of class has meant that the entire movement, for want of a scientific programme, lacking unified political will, and failing to establish organic links with the broad body of industrial workers, has ultimately assumed a "dislocated" form — extreme in form, yet still conservative and spontaneous at its core.
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