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Editorial 

EDITORIAL 

S ince the last edit ion of Endnotes in 201 3 ,  the g lobal 
economic train -wreck has juddered forward . No real 
recovery has taken p lace, but neither has there been a 
return to depress ion- l ike condit ions. It is unc lear how 
much longer this interim period wi l l  last. The wrapping-up 
of extraord inary measures has been declared many times, 
most recently i n  September 201 5 ,  when the us Federal 
Reserve was expected to raise its prime rate (th is move 
wou ld  have ended a s ix-year stretch in wh ich the fed 
funds rate was at zero). But th is ,  too, was cancel led at 
the last m inute. In a by-now fami l iar scene,  technocrats 
shuffled onto the stage, shuffled some papers, and then 
shuffled off aga in .  Another round of quantitative eas ing 
is  ant ic ipated.  With l itt le chang i ng ,  the h igh- i ncome 
countr ies' economies cont inue to t ick over. 

Meanwh i le ,  uncertainty and economic turbu lence are 
extend ing themselves from the h igh- income countries 
to the low- income ones, which not so long ago were 
thought to be the scene of a possib le economic "de l ink­
i ng " .  Today, the news from Braz i l  looks gr im ,  and the 
news from China is gett i ng gr immer by the month . Th is  
is al ready impact ing economies across the low- income 
world ,  so much of wh ich depends on Ch ina's demand 
for commod it ies. Are we about to see another "Th i rd 
World Debt Cris is" unfold ,  as we d id  i n  1 982? 
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Even more so than when we pub l ished Endnotes 3, i t 
is hard to say what is l i kely to happen next. Complex 
developments are taki ng p lace, which look qu ite d iffer­
ent when viewed from Ferguson,  Missour i ,  or Athens, 
Greece - or along the route of refugees flee ing Syria 
on their way to Germany. In some places, new social 
strugg les are taking p lace ; in  others, there has been 
a retu rn to cal m ;  i n  st i l l  others, there is unend ing civi l  
war. Some countr ies have seen the resu rgence of a 
m i lquetoast parl iamentary left, yet the prevai l i ng  order 
remains decidedly unshaken .  

T H E  I N - FL I G H T  TEAM W I LL B E  CO M I N G  A RO U N D  IN A M O M E N T  

WITH A N OT H E R  ROU N D  O F  D R I N KS ... 

The world is apparently st i l l  trapped with in  the terms of 1 See 'The Ho l d i ng  

the ho ld ing pattern that we described i n  Endnotes 3. 1 Pattern' ,  Endnotes 3, 

This pattern is defined by a part ia l petrificat ion of class 
struggle ,  attendant on a s im i lar petrificat ion of the eco­
nomic crisis. Th is social stas is has been mainta ined 
only by means of massive ongoing state i ntervent ions,  
which have ensured that the cr is is remains that of some 
people, i n  some countr ies, instead of becoming gen­
eral ised across the world .  How long can th is ho ld ing 
pattern be mainta ined? 

As they d id  i n  the earl ier  years of the decade, states 
cont inue to spend vast quantit ies of money in order to 
stave off catastrophe .  At the end of 20 1 4 ,  debt lev­
els as a percentage of GDP were st i l l  r is ing across the 
h igh- income countr ies, reach ing 90  percent i n  the U K, 

95 percent in France, 1 05 percent in the us, and 1 32 
percent in Italy (the except ion was Germany, where 
debt levels fel l  from 80 percent in 20 10  to a sti l l -h igh 
73 percent i n  201 4). Yet a l l  th is state spend ing has not 
led to economic recovery. Fol lowing an i n it ial per iod of 
growth in 2010-1 1 ,  h igh- income countries' economies 
have once again returned to a state of relative stagna­
tion. The main exceptions are the us and U K, where a 

Endnotes 4 

Septem ber 2013. 
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smal l  measure of recovery has taken place. By contrast, 
across continental Europe and in  Japan - ECB manoeu­
vres and "Abeconom ics" notwithstand i ng  - g rowth 
rates have remained low or  negat ive. G reece's GDP  
has, o f  cou rse, shrunk s ign i ficant ly. 

Such lackluster developments cont inue a trend that has 
been in  place for decades : in the h igh- income countries 
GDP-per-capita growth rates have been ever slower on 
a decade by decade basis, fal l i ng  from 4.3 percent in 
the 1 960s, to 2.9 percent in  the 1 970s, to 2.2 percent 
i n  the 1 980s, to 1 .8 percent i n  the 1 990s,  to 1 .1 per­
cent i n  the 2000s. The 20 10s seem set to cont inue 
th is  q uant itative t rend ,  w i th  a g rowth rate of around 
1 .0  percent between 201 1 and 201 4.  However, there 
are s igns at present that we are at a qual itative turn ing 
point ;  the wor ld economy is threaten ing to go down , i n  
a Titan ic fash ion .  Pol it ic ians can be seen, everywhere, 
t ry ing to bai l  the i nflowing water out of the s inking sh ip .  
But they are do ing so wi th a set  of  hand pai ls which 
are themselves leaking .  As we argued in 201 3 ,  these 
pol it icians are locked i nto a dance of the dead , for the 
fol lowing reasons. 

States are taking out debt to prevent the onset of a 
debt-deflation spiral ; however, their  capacity to take out 
this debt is based on the promise of future economic 
g rowth.  A combination of slow g rowth and al ready h igh 
debt levels has meant that government offic ia ls have 
found themselves trapped between two opposed pres­
sures. On the one hand, they have needed to spend 
huge quant it ies of money to prevent recession from 
becoming depression.  On the other, they have al ready 
spent so much over the past few decades that they 
have l itt le left to g ive. 

Thus,  i nstead of spend ing even more, governments in 
the richer countries engaged i n  campaigns of austerity : 
to show the i r  cred itors that they remained in control of 

Editorial 3 



the i r  f inances, they cut social services at the same t ime 
as they handed out money to bankers. Austerity has had 
devastat ing consequences for workers. Publ ic employ­
ees found themse lves without jobs. The costs of educa­
t ion and healthcare rose just as households' i ncomes 
were p inched.  Meanwh i le ,  without a boost to demand 
for goods and serv ices, private economies stagnated.  
Creditor nat ions have been remarkably successfu l i n  
prevent ing any departure from th i s  l i ne among debtors. 

A P R O B L E M  OF COM POS I T I O N  

Th is  contrad ictory logic ,  we argued,  shaped the unfold­
i ng  cr is is  and so a lso the strugg les that erupted i n  
response to  it . Many peop le cla imed that government 
offic ia ls were act ing stupid ly or even craz i ly :  shou ldn ' t  
they have been mak ing the banks pay i n  order to ba i l  
out the people ,  rather than the other way around? The 
main explanation offered for this i rrat ional ity was that 
governments had been captured by moneyed interests ;  
democracy had g iven way to ol igarchy. I t  was i n  th is 
way that the form of the cr is is determ ined the form of 
class struggle in th is period : it became a contest of real 
democracy aga inst austerity. Real democracy cou ld ,  
accord ing to  the log ic of  the protests, force the state 
to intervene in  the i nterest of the nat ion,  rather than that 
of crony capital ists. 

In real ity, governments have few options avai lab le to 
them,  regard less of who is  at the he lm ,  for th is  cr i ­
s is is one not of "crony" or "neol i beral " cap ital ism but 
rather of capital ism itself . The latter is beset by ever 
slower rates of economic growth .  As productivity levels 
cont inue to r ise in  th is  context, the resu l t  has been an 
ongoing production of surp lus populat ions alongside 
surp lus capital ,  excesses which the economy has trou­
b le absorb ing .  The social order persists, but it is slowly 
unrave l ing .  The categories of our world are i ncreasingly 
ind ist inct .  When protesters have come together i n  th is 

Endnotes 4 4 



context, they have typical ly found it d ifficu l t  to locate a 2 See 'A r i s i ng  t i de  l i fts 

common ground on which to bu i l d  the i r  strugg le ,  s ince a l l  boats' . Endnotes 3, 

they experience the cr is is in such d iverse ways - some Septem ber 2013. 

worse than others. The perspectives of the old workers' 
movement are dead and gone, and thus unavai lable as 
a substantial basis for common act ion .  How are we to 
account for the fai l u re of that movement to revive itself 
when workers everywhere are gett ing screwed? 

I n  th is edit ion,  we reconsider in  depth the long emer­
gence and d issol ut ion of an affi rmable worker 's identity 
(and ,  with i t ,  the cr is is of "the Left") in "A H istory of 
Separat ion" .  European social ists and commun ists had 
expected the accumu lat ion of capital both to expand 
the s ize of the industr ial workforce and, at the same 
time, to un ify the workers as a social subject: the col lec­
tive worker, the class in-and-for itself. However, instead 
of incubat ing the col lective worker, capital ist accumu la­
tion gave b i rth to the separated society. The forces of 
atomisation overpowered those of co l lectivisat ion .  Late 
capital ist civi l i sation is now destab i l i s ing ,  but without, 
as yet , cal l i ng  forth the new social forces that m ight be 
able, f inal ly, to d issolve it .  

An i ntake from Ch r is Wrigh t ,  " Its Own Pecu l ia r  
Decor" ,  looks at  the same story th rough the opt ic  of 
subu rban isation in the Un ited States. I n it ia l  waves of 
proletar ianisat ion that gathered people in factories and 
cit ies, construct ing the col lective worker, gave way to 
never-end ing suburban ism,  where the absence of any 
l i nk  to the countryside was combined with a near fu l l ­
ach ievement of  atomisat ion. Th is was a suburban isation 
constructed on a rejection of the un ru ly poor, the non­
homeowner, and through the inevitable racia l isation of 
these categories. 

In Endnotes 3 we described this structu re of rejec­
t ion and racial isat ion i n  the context of the Eng l ish riots 
of 20 1 1 as a p rocess of abject ion .  2 Both the 20 1 1 
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Brit ish student movement and the US Occupy move- 3 Th i s  text updates ou r  

ment - which were i n it ia l ly strugg les of  a wh ite m idd le 
class f ighting against an ongoing impoverishment - were 
fol lowed by strugg les on the part of racial ised popula­
t ions whose impover ishment and exc lus ion had long 
been an everyday real ity. I n  "B rown v .  Ferguson" ,  we 
trace the unfold ing of B lack L ives Matter, s ituat ing th is  
movement in  the h istory of  race pol it ics and strugg les in  
the us.  We look at  the sh ift ing mean ing of  black ident ity 
in a context of g rowing surp lus popu lat ions managed 
by incarcerat ion and pol ice violence. 

But it would be too hasty to deduce from such struggles 
the emergence of some new, potent ia l ly hegemon ic 
f ig u re of the "surp lus proletar ian " ,  or  " the abjected" ,  
to wh ich we m ight h itch our  revolut ionary asp i rat ions. 
Rather than un ify ing al l  workers behind a specif ic sub­
ject ,  growing superflu ity has meant a decomposit ion of 
the class into so many part icu lar situat ions - fragments 
among fragments - pitt ing the i nterests of those with 
stable jobs against precarious workers, cit izens against 
undocumented m ig rants, and so on .  Proletarians thus 
i nc reas i ng ly face a "composi t ion prob le m " ,  lack­
ing any f irm basis for un ity i n  act ion .  I n  "An Identical 
Abject-Subject?" we consider the pol i t ical mean ing of 
surplus populat ions. 3 

Struggles do not al l  try to solve th is problem in the same 
way. In "Gather Us From Among the Nat ions" ,  we look 
at a movement that received l itt le i nternat ional cover­
age :  the February 201 4 protests in  Bosnia-Herzegovina. 
When workers from privat ised factor ies - whose de­
mands had been ignored by authorit ies for years - were 
attacked by po l ice in Tuz la ,  thousands took to the  
streets, storm i ng  the Canton government  bu i l d i ngs .  
Dur ing the fo l lowing months ,  cit izens held large assem­
bl ies,  where they rejected the ethn ic d iv is ions that had 
plagued the country for more than two decades. Part ic i­
pants in  these assembl ies tr ied to solve the composition 

Endnotes 4 

account  of su rp l u s  

popu lat ions  i n  ' M isery 

and debt' .  i n  End­

notes 2, Apr i l  2010. 

6 



problem i n  an u nusual  way, by marshal l i ng  an ever­
prol iferat ing mu lt ip l ic ity of demands, so that nobody's 
p l ight  wou ld  be forgotten .  But it remained unclear to 
whom these demands could be addressed and, above 
a l l ,  who m ight be able to fu lfi l l  them. That raised key 
questions about the protesters' re lation to the state. 

IYPIZA I S  G R E E K  FOR D E S PAI R 

If , in retrospect, 201 2- 1 3 was the end of a h igh  point 
i n  the movement of squares, these movements d i d  
not exactly d isappear in  t he  fo l lowing years. Sti l l ,  the i r  
development gave us no reason to be part icu larly opti­
m istic. S is i 's coup in  Egypt - shrouded in  the mantle of 
Tahr i r  - introduced mass-shoot ings to the movements' 
reperto ire .  The fol lowing year saw another  b loodied 
square i n  the Maidan,  th is  t ime defended by fascist 
groups. Shortly thereafter Occupy Bangkok, organised 
by royal ist yel low sh i rts, succeeded in  br ing ing about a 
m i l itary coup in Thai land. 

The conclus ions of many socia l  strugg les were g iven by 
geopol it ical manoeuvring .  Various powers succeeded 
i n  taki ng  the ga ins of destab i l ised s ituat ions .  In the 
Maidan ,  tens ions between nat ional ists and pro-EU l ib­
erals had been brewing for  months, but they d id  not 
get much of a chance to p lay themselves out, for as 
soon as Yanukovych res igned,  Russia - faced with the 
prospect of EU and NATO extension to another country 
in its "near abroad"- invaded the Crimea and began a 
proxy war in Eastern Ukraine. At that point , the rebel l ion 
became a civi l war. I n  Egypt the confl icts between rad i­
cals and the Brotherhood , or Musl ims and Copts, which 
had developed in  the aftermath of M ubarak's fal l ,  were 
u l t imately submerged in a larger reg ional power game, 
as Saudi f inancial support he lped Egypt's deep state 
to reestabl ish itself. Elsewhere,  from Syria to Bahrai n ,  
Yemen and  Libya, t he  hopes o f  t he  Spr ing were snuffed 
out in c iv i l  war, m i l itary i ntervention or both .  
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S im i lar l i m its were encountered by left-wing par l ia- 4 Yan i s  Varoufak is ,  

mentar ians in  Europe. There too it was u lt imately the 
reg ional hegemon that wou ld  decide the fate of social 
movements, whatever came of the i r  assembl ies and 
government  referendums .  To understand the tep id 
natu re of  Syriza's proposals - cal l i ng  for  a pr imary sur­
p lus of 3 rather than 3 .5 percent - it is necessary to 
recogn ise that Greece cannot feed itself without foreign 
exchange. Moreover, any sign of un i lateral defau lt wou ld 
deplete the country of taxab le revenue.  This left Syriza 
few options, such that the i r  "modest proposals" could 
eas i ly be ignored by the tro ika of cred itors .  

As we prepared th is issue for pub l icat ion ,  an analogue 
of the Syriza developments seemed to be in  preparation 
in  the U K  with the shock rise of a member of the Labou r  
Party's long marg inal ised left-wing to  its leadersh ip .  The 
pol it ical d iscourses g reet ing these developments have 
busied themselves with empty rhetorical d istri but ions 
of the old and the new, but what is certa in is that the 
social forces and situation that propel led Jeremy Cor­
byn to victory are d i fferent to those that caused the 
r ise and fal l  of  Tony Benn i n  the ear ly  e ight ies .  The 
inst itut ional brakers have of course stepped i n  to halt 
th is upsurge, and are l i kely to be successfu l i n  the short 
term . But  can a party that has al ready been looking 
cadaverous for years avoid sustai n ing an even greater 
loss of leg i t imacy in  the process? The key question for 
the cu rrent stra in of pol i t ical ant i-pol i t ics remains :  how 
many instances of these vesse ls crash ing on the rocks 
wi l l  it take to produce someth ing qual itatively d ifferent, 
and what wi l l  that be? 

I n  real i ty, despite the offers of Marxist economists "to 
save European capital ism from itse lf" , 4 states wi l l  con­
t inue to f ind that they have very l ittle room for manoeuvre, 
s ince they are beset by h i gh  debt levels and s low 
g rowth .  I t  wi l l  therefore be d ifficu l t  for governments 
to deal with the catastroph ic events to come, whether 
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these are further economic crises, or the al ready emerg­
ing consequences of g lobal c l imate change, regard less 
of who is in charge. These pess im istic conclusions are 
now becoming  common,  in a way that was not true 
in  201 1 - 1 2 , marking an important t ransit ion in  publ ic 
d iscourse. A growing ,  a lthough st i l l  smal l  port ion of the 
popu lation now understands that the state - even a real 
democrat ic state - wi l l  not be able to revive capital ist 
economies. To br ing th is  onwards-gr inding wreck to 
a halt ,  the passengers can on ly count on themselves. 
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On 2 1  March 201 2 a crowd assembled in New York's 1 Thanks to C h i no ,  

U n ion Square to h ear two bereaved parents speak: Chr i s ,  Dan ie l le ,  

" My son d id  not deserve to d ie" ; "Trayvon Mart in  was I d r i s ,  Jason ,  M i ke and 

you ; Trayvon Mart in  did matter" . 1 Summoning heaven ly Shemon .  

powers to the i r  a id ,  a preacher led the crowd in  prayer :  
" Hal le lujah we are Trayvon Mart in  ton ight . . :' .  The M i l l ion 
Hood ie  March - a reference to the M i l l ion Man March 
cal led by Nation Of Is lam leader Lou is  Farrakhan i n  
1 995 - had been pub l ic ised on  social media with the 
#Mi l l ionHoodies hashtag by a New York activist and ad 
agency worker alongside a change.erg pet it ion. Trayvon 
Mart in 's parents had themselves only found out about 
it last m inute du ring a chance visit to New York. But it 
had gone suffic ient ly v i ral to bring out 5 ,000 to Un ion 
Square, and 50 ,000 across the country, at short notice. 
With i n  days the meme wou ld  make it i nto the House 
of Representatives. Bobby Rush, of Ch icago's South 
Side,  donned a hood ie for an address on racial p rofi l ­
i ng .  He  was escorted f rom the chamber by secu rity 
wh i le  the chair d roned over h i m :  "the member is  no 
longer recogn ised" .  

The  M i l l ion Hoodie March took p lace wh i l e  Occupy's 
flame was guttering ,  and a res idual  Occupy presence 
had been c leared from U n ion Square only the day 
before. There was an overlap of personne l ,  resu lt ing in  
some off-message chants -"we are the 99%"- and 
the use of the people's m ic .  Along with the b lack nat­
iona l ists and com m u n ity organ isers who common ly 
tu rned out for such events were members of a younger 
crowd : Zuccotti freaks, anarch ists from Brooklyn , mem­
bers of Occupy the Bronx - many of whom wou ld  go 
on to form the Trayvon Mart in  Organ iz ing Comm ittee. 
After the speeches, the ral ly fragmented,  with some 
head ing up  to Times Square, and another crowd head­
ing i n  the opposite d i rect ion ,  for downtown Manhattan, 
where one rode Wal l  Street's bronze bul l ,  shout ing " I  am 
Trayvon Mart in " .  The accidental symbol ic d issonance of 
that gesture may be taken as marking a j unct ion-point 
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i n  the recent h istory of American strugg les. Five days 
before, Occupy protesters had been rebuffed in an 
attempt to retake Zuccotti Park, and th ree days later 
they wou ld march from there to Un ion Square, demon­
strat ing against pol ice brutal ity, but th is was the wan ing 
phase of that movement.  Another was wax ing .  

DESCE N D I N G  M O D U LAT I O N S  

Whi le pol it ical composit ion had tended to  present itself 
as a fundamental , unsolvable r iddle for the movements 
of the g lobal 201 1 - 1 2  wave, they were not composi­
t ional ly stat ic .  There had been a tendency to produce 
descend ing modu lat ions,  with the worse-off enter ing 
and t ransform ing  protests i n i tiated by the better-off : 
occupat ions i n it iated by students or educated profes­
s iona ls over t ime attracted g rowing  n u mbers of the 
home less and dest itute ; u n iversity demonstrat ions 
over fee h i kes gradual ly brought out  k ids who would 
never have gone to un iversity in  the fi rst place. Later, the 
Ukrai ne's Maidan protests, k icked off by pro-European 
l i berals and nat ional ists, mutated i nto encampments of 
d ispossessed workers. In England,  such modulat ions 
had term inated with the crescendo of the 201 1 riots, 
as the racial ised poor brought the i r  ant i-pol ice fu ry to 
the streets. 2 

If such composit ional descent cou ld  br ing quest ions 
of race i nto p lay i n  the strugg les of a country where 
they are a largely post-co lon ial deve lopment ,  where 
less than 4% of the popu lat ion ident ify as b lack, it was 
unsurpr is ing that such quest ions wou ld  soon press to 
the fore i n  the movements of a nat ion founded substan­
tial ly on the plantat ion ,  where the percentage is th ree 
times h igher  and the u rban ghetto a real ity. And if the 
r idd le of composit ion ,  for movements l i ke Occupy, had 
stemmed from the lack of any al ready-exist i ng  com­
mon ident ity, "b lack"- in  th is  country more than any 
other - seemed perhaps to offer one.  Though it was 
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an ident ity wh ich many of the Occu p iers of cou rse 3 Why Trayvon's death 

could not share, it m ight at least offer a pole of att rac- in part i cu la r  t r iggered 

t ion, a lead ing  edge for mob i l i sat ions. Early act iv ists such a react ion ,  i n  

with in  t h i s  wave wou ld  t h us  consciously seek to  solve a cou ntry where a 

Occupy's "wh iteness" prob lem,  wh ich many imagined b lack man i s  k i l l ed 

wou ld  fac i l itate the development of e i ther a broad a l l i - a lmost  every hou r, 1 s  

ance of workers and the poor, or - for some - a new d iffi cu l t  to under-

civ i l  r ights movement .  stand .  Part  of the rea­

son may be Trayvon's 

1 7-year-o ld Trayvon Mart i n  had been shot and ki l led 
on 2 6  February 201 2 d u ri ng  a v is i t  to the subu rban 
gated commun ity where h is  father's f iancee l ived . The 
homeowners of The Retreat at Twin  Lakes i n  Sanford , 
F lor ida had suffered massive losses of equ ity i n  the 
years immed iately fo l lowing the cr is is ,  the value of the i r  
homes col laps ing ,  and a coup le of  recent break- ins had 
heightened the anxiety. Ne ighbourhood watch vo lunteer 
George Z immerman was armed and patro l l i ng  the area, 
anticipating a return of the culprits. The appearance of an 
unrecognised ind ividual ,  apparently fitt ing their racial ised 
profi le  in Z immerman's m ind ,  prompted h im  to cal l  the 
pol ice, before gett ing i nvolved i n  some confrontat ion .  
That Trayvon had been armed with on ly a packet of Skit­
t les and an Arizona Ice Tea when shot, but had been 
clothed in a standard racial sign ifier - the hood ie - would 
establ ish the symbol ic coord inates of the case.3 

But  o ld  and new med ia  were s i lent  at fi rst ; then on 
8 March the story broke i n  the nat ional p ress. A social 
media tr ickle now began, wh ich wou ld  qu ickly become 
a torrent as outrage spread at racial p rofi l i ng  and the 
ki l l i ng  of a teenager. Soon, local act ions were be ing 
organised : a ral ly at  a chu rch i n  Sanford ; another out­
s ide the Semino le County courthouse. But these were 
not reduc ib le to the spontaneous response of a local 
commun ity : the fi rst was led by an evangel ical preacher 
from Balt imore ; the second was organised by student 
act ivists from a newly form ing left ist g roup ing ,  "Dream 
Defenders" ,  at the h istorical ly b lack Flor ida Agr icultural 
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and Mechanical University 300 miles away in Tallahas­
see, the state capital. By 17 March, the family's calls 
for Department of Justice intervention were making the 
New York Times - calls swiftly answered, with Emanuel 
Cleaver of the Congressional Black Caucus announc­
ing an investigation into the case as a possible "hate 
crime". Four days later, with the Million Hoodie March, 

the demonstrations too went national. 

VERTICAL MEDIATIONS 

The next day, Al Sharpton was on the ground in Sanford, 4 NAACP (National 

leading a demonstration. A TV host, ex-James Brown 
manager, founder and president of the civil rights 
organisation National Action Network (NAN), Sharpton 

is one half of America's celebrity black activist duopoly. 
The other - who was soon to follow, along with NAACP4 

president Ben Jealous- is Jesse Jackson: twice Demo­
cratic presidential candidate, colleague of Martin Luther 
King Jr., founder of the National Rainbow Coalition and 
Operation PUSH, as well as their current amalgama­
tion. Sharpton and Jackson are both ordained Baptist 

ministers, following a standard pattern that entwines 

Association for the 

Advancement of 

Colored People) : a 

key African-American 

civil rights organisa-

tion formed in 1909 

by a group including 

WEB Du Bois, initially 

focused on overcom-

ing Jim Crow laws. 

civil rights and organised religion; King too was a Bap- 5 Cedric Johnson, 

tist minister. With the arrival of such figures and their Revolutionaries to 

associated institutions, the nascent movement gained 
the imprimatur of long-standing civil rights figures and 
present-day "race leaders".5 

Race Leaders: Black 

Power and the Making 

of African American 

Politics (University of 

That most of its leaders were, in living memory, sub- Minnesota 2007). 

jected to violent state repression has not prevented the 

Civil Rights Movement from taking a special, sacrosanct 6 With the knowledge 

place in national myth.6 Here, the nation's foundation in of presidents Ken-

the original sin of black chattel slavery is ritually subli- nedy and Johnson, 

mated in the Christ-like figure of King - in whose blood the FBI under J. Edgar 

Jackson literally anointed himself. For his speeches, Hoover-and its 

King now sits in the American pantheon alongside murky co1NTELPR0 

Lincoln and Jefferson, and like George Washington programme-perse-

he has a national holiday in his honour. For American cuted the movement 
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schoolch i l d ren ,  MLK day s ignals the approach of B lack 
H istory Month , during which they are told of proud Rosa 
Parks on the bus and subjected to newsreel footage of 
Southern cops attack ing peacefu l  p rotesters. Together 
these furnish an ai rbrushed image of a social movement 
which ,  fleet ing ly emergent from the m i re of American 
h istory, a l l  can safe ly applaud. In this firmament, Civ i l  
Rights appears as the ur-model for pol it ical act ion per 
se, its conste l lat ions of h istor ic leaders and events 
the major points for or ientat ion and aspi rat ion .  I t  was 
through that movement that part of the black popu lation 
managed to extricate itself from the descend ing fate 
of those who remained in the ghetto. The movement 
also left behind a s ign ificant inst itut ional infrastructure. 

"Civ i l  r ights leaders" such as S harpton and Jackson ,  
often p laced a t  t he  front o f  demonstrat ions, even have 
suffic ient pol i t ical heft to regu larly get the ear of the 
President :  at the t ime of writ ing ,  Sharpton had clocked 
up more than 60 i nvitat ions to the White House s ince 
2009.  I f  the wave of strugg les that wou ld  later become 
known as #B lacklivesMatter has often seemed an 
exemplar  of youthfu l  hashtag act iv ism, and i f  socia l  
media - as lawyers on both sides of George Z immer­
man's m u rder  tr ia l wou ld  later agree - wou ld be the 
making of the Trayvon case, i t  wou ld  thus be a m istake 
to emphasise some putative horizontality at the expense 
of these more vertical med iations, which were al ready in 
gear with in  a month of Trayvon's death .  Such vert ical ly 
i ntegrated coord inat ion is  of cou rse a commonplace 
of American h istory, i n  which the racial bonds among 
wh ites have always been stretched over a g reater span. 
S lave owner and yeoman farmer, postbe l l um landlord 
and poor wh ite sharecropper, WASP i ndustr ia l ist and 
I rish imm ig rant had even less i n  common than b lack 
pol it ical e l ites have today with the predominantly poor 
vict ims of racial violence. Yet the yeoman jo ined s lave 
patrols and fought to defend slavery in the Civi l War ;  the 
wh ite sharecropper (after the br ief interracial a l l iance 

Brown v.  Ferguson 

and its leaders ,  

i n c l u d i ng  the now­

venerated K i ng .  
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of popu l ism) wou ld he lp  to mainta in J i m  Crow seg- 7 I ts f unct ion  as an 

regat ion th rough  lynch terror ;  and the I r ish immigrant, 
though in it ia l ly racial ised h imself, wou ld  brutal ly pol ice 
b lack ne ighbourhoods on behalf of h is  protestant bet­
ters. H istorical ly, the vert ical mediat ions of wh iteness 
were able to span these g reat d istances not because 
of the aff in ity of cu l ture or ki n ,  but because they were 
embodied in  the American state itself. 

Now however, that state was topped by someone 
ostensib ly outs ide th is construct. However tenuously, 
b lackness too now seemed capab le - at least i n  
pr inc ip le - of  spann ing comparable social d istances. 
Before a month was up ,  the ret icent Obama had con­
ceded to media pressure for a statement, with a lukewarm 
Rose Garden pronouncement that managed to qu ietly 
aff irm a personal racial ident if icat ion with Mart in  -" if I 
had a son, he would look l i ke Trayvon"- whi le  s imu l ­
taneously brush ing  th is  under  the rug of  a common 
American identity : "a l l  o f  us as Americans are go ing to  
take th is  w i th  the seriousness it deserves" .  The rhetori­
cal tension here - racial part icu larity vs. the un iversal ity 
of national cit izensh ip - reg istered the constitut ive con­
trad iction of American society. This tension had beset 
Obama's campaign and presidency al ike ,  with race both 
an asset and a l iab i l i ty.7 Rhetorical osc i l lat ions between 
these poles wou ld  thus consistently structu re his reac­
t ions to the coming wave of strugg les. 

M E D IAT I O N  AND CAUSAT I O N  

But  the  Al Sharpton or Jesse Jackson- led demonstra­
t ion after the ki l l i ng of another b lack person ,  typical ly 
at pol ice hands, had been a fam i l iar  f ixt u re of the 
American pol i t ical landscape for decades;  the rate of 
such deaths had been h igh  for years - and may have 
been even h igher  in  the past .8 The capacity for a s in­
g le fatal ity to set in  motion what wou ld - once it had 
met with some powerfu l  c ross-currents - become 
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the most s ign ificant wave of us strugg les in decades 
thus demands some explanat ion ,  and i t  is  here that 
the part icu lar it ies of hashtag act iv ism become more 
important, alongside other key factors. The recent mass 
u ptake of easy-to-use d i g ita l  tools had lowered the 
bar  for  pol i t ical mobi l isat ion ,  general is ing capacit ies for 
active production and d issemination of informat ion. Th is 
brought poss ib i l it ies for countering or bypassing main­
stream news agendas,  and fac i l i tat ing processes of 
question ing the standard pract ice of s imply reiterat ing 
pol ice reports with in  popu lar  med ia .  Other  narratives 
cou ld  now be col lectively constructed on the basis of 
relatively l itt le effort on the part of ind iv iduals ,  pu l l i ng  
togethe r  part icu lar i nstances that i n  prev ious t imes 
wou ld  not  have been l i nked. I t  was through such media­
t ions that a un if ied cause was to be constructed from a 
l ist of geograph ical ly and temporal ly scattered k i l l i ngs ,  
and it is thus in  part to these mediat ions that we must 
look if we are to grasp the art icu lat ion of th is movement. 

Also, having been more or less made taboo in  the long 
push-back that had started under N ixon , with the wave 
of crisis-era struggles - and Occupy in particu lar - open 
protest had again become both v is ib ly poss ib le  and 
increas ing ly leg i t imate. Lastly, the past few years were 
ones of po l i t ica l-econom ic  and socia l  cr is is ,  wi th a 
dwind l i ng  of prospects worse i n  b lack com m u n it ies 
than e lsewhere : race is a marker for the most i nsecure 
fractions of the us labour force, who are inevitably h i t  
d isproport ionately by general ly decl i n i ng  condit ions. I t  
wou ld be the combinat ion of these conjunctu ral factors 
with the pecu l iar social and inst itut ional structu res of 
racial representat ion in the us that wou ld  enable the 
burgeon ing of a s ingu lar mass movement .  The death of 
Trayvon Mart in  was a s ignal  flare i l l um inat ing a tortu red 
landscape. There was thus noth ing id le about the com­
parisons that wou ld  become commonplace between 
him and Emmett Ti l l ,  the mu rdered 1 4-year-old whose 
muti lated features helped spur the civi l  r ights movement. 
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Martin's parents soon started to undertake the i r  own 
campaigns over the Trayvon case and related issues, 
whi le the demonstrations prol iferated national ly and the 
social media chatter cont inued to g row. A 24 March 
201 2 Trayvon demonstrat ion in Ho l lywood seems to 
have been the occas ion for the f i rst dep loyment of 

"B lack Life Matters" as a slogan and hashtag , perhaps 
responding to Trayvon's father, Tracy Martin's assert ion 
just a few days before at the M i l l ion Hoodie March , that 
Trayvon did matter. In Martin's case it seems to have 
been meant programmat ical ly :  that Trayvon wou ld  be 
made to matter through a campaign ,  in his name, for 
just ice. S im i lar performative i ntent may be perceived i n  
t he  slogans that emerged a t  th i s  t ime .  #BlacklivesMat­
ter appeared - perhaps as a corruption of the exist ing 
slogan - in the response of  @NeenoBrowne to the 1 2 
Apri l  announcement that Zimmerman wou ld  be charged 
with mu rder ;  the meme may well have an o lder prov­
enance than that .9 Whether black people's l ives "matter" 
is a question posed objectively i n  a country where they 
are so perfunctori ly expended : 6 ,454 k i l l i ngs in 201 2 ,  
a f igu re o u t  o f  a l l  p roport ion t o  t h e  size o f  t h e  b lack 
populat ion.10 Such memes surely catch on for a reason :  
they are thoughts al ready i n  everyone's heads. 

H ITTI N G  PLAST E R  

9 b lack l i fematters .org 

was reg i stered on  18 

March 2012,  i n  the 

r un  u p  to the M i l l i on  
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th rough  2012. The 
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the o r i g i nators of 

the latter trace the i r  
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strugg les  of s ummer  
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1 0  Sou rce: FBI. Cr ime 

On 6 Apri l  D ream Defenders set out on a Civ i l  R ights- in the U n ited States ,  

model  40-mi le  march from Daytona Beach , Flor ida to 2012 .  

Sanford. Then from late Apr i l  another case entwined 
itself with Trayvon's, add ing complexity and further out- 1 1  Accord i n g  to the 

rage. In  Jacksonvi l le ,  F lor ida, Marissa Alexander was 
being prosecuted for agg ravated assault after hav ing 
fired a warn ing shot at her  abusive husband - a shot 
that ,  u n l i ke Z immerman's, h ad on ly h it p l aster. F lor i ­
da's vers ion of the "Stand You r  Ground"  law - wh ich 
author ises those who are under  threat to defend  
themselves - seemed to  be  a t  p lay i n  both cases, with 
d ist inctly d ifferent prospective outcomes.11 On the one 
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hand, a man who had k i l led an unarmed black teenager, 
i nvoking the r ight of self-defence. On the other, a b lack 
woman who had harmed no one wh i le defending herself 
against the threat of violence, and who stood to spend a 
long t ime in pr ison. The b leak combinat ion of these two 
cases seemed demonstrat ion enough - even before 
the resu lts of the tr ia ls were in - of the racia l  (and 
gendered) character of the legal system. The 20 May 
sentencing of Alexander - g iven a mandatory m in imum 
of 20 years in  prison - only confirmed expectat ions. 1 2  

The Trayvon case in  part icu lar had b y  now become a 
national media spectacle and, s ince Obama's statement, 
had summoned fam i l iar react ions.  From a stra ightfor­

a g u n  from her car. 

Although  the Twi n  

Lakes po l i ce  ch ief 

had i n i t ia l ly  c ited 

Stand You r  G round  

as a j u st if i cation  for 

releas i n g  Z immer­

man without charge,  

h is lawyers d id not 

actua l ly  appeal  to 

Stand You r  G round ,  

op t i ng  fo r  a standard 

se lf-defense plea. 

ward nat ional v i l l a i n ,  Z immerman was i ncreas i ng ly 12  Alexander  was 

celebrated as a fo lk hero by conservatives. A med iatised re leased on appeal  i n  

batt le over representat ion ensued ,  with Z immerman Jan uary 2015, hav i ng  

claim ing  he was being vict im ised, wh i le  Trayvon was done three years, 

g iven the usual treatment meted out to that e l ite c lass with two more to 

of the racia l ised deceased whose deaths ign ite s ign if i- serve under house 

cant protest : h is  d ig ital presence muckraked by media arrest, wear i ng  an 

for any ind icat ions he might have been anyth ing less ank le  mon itor. 

than an "angel " .  That he was a midd le-c lass kid from a 
Flor ida suburb d id  not prevent such attempts - but it 
l im ited their plaus ib i l i ty, and thus probably their efficacy. 
The outcome wou ld  a lmost certain ly have d iffered had 
Trayvon actual ly been a ch i ld of the ghetto - as wou ld  
Obama's capacity to  conjure up a parental ident ificat ion. 
But sti l l ,  whi le the case waited , and Trayvon's fam i ly 
kept p lugg ing away at smal l -scale act iv ism, the media 
coverage gradual ly dropped off, and the socia l  media 
torrents reduced to a pla int ive tr ickle. 

Then on 23 N ovember another name was added to the 
l ist :  Jordan Davis, 1 7, shot and ki l led, also in  Jacksonvi l le ,  
F lor ida ,  by Michael Dunn.  Davis's offense was that he 
p layed loud h ip-hop in  h is  car, for which he earned ten 
shots from a 9mm handgun ,  three of which hit and ki l led 
h im .  This was a random act of rage from someone with 
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an antipathy to what he saw as "thug" cu lture ,  though 13 I n  autum n  2014, when 

Dunn too wou ld  claim self-defence, having fe lt  th reat- Amer ica was bo i l i ng  

ened by a mysterious shotgu n  that was never to be i n  the aftermath of 

found . 1 3 With another, similar Floridian case in so many M ichael  B rown's 

months it was probably inevitable that #R IPJordanDavis shooti ng ,  D u n n  wou l d  

wou ld  join #RI PTrayvonMartin. On 1 December, Dream be fou n d  g u i lty of 

Defenders staged a vigil for Davis a couple of hours 
away in Tal lahassee. And the Davis family soon joined 
the sad daisy chain of the campaigning bereaved, link­
ing up with Trayvon 's family for anti-gun-vio lence events 
in the aftermath of the Sandy Hook school shooting .  

th ree counts o f  at-

tem pted m u rder  and 

sentenced to l i fe in  

pr i son without paro le .  

They drew on family history associating them with civil 14 Ta-Neh i s i  Coates, 'To 

rights struggle ,  while Davis's mother wou ld  later te l l  a 
melancholy story l inking the two fates : 

Raise ,  Love, and Lose 

a B lack Ch i l d ' ,  The 

Atlantic, 8 October 

Jordan kept saying [of Trayvon Martin] ,  "Mom,  that 2014. 

cou ld  have been me .  Mom,  that cou ld  have been 
me." We talked at length.  He said , "He didn ' t  even 
do anything wrong." And I told him, "Jordan , you don't 
have to be doing anything wrong .  You are a young 
b lack male and there are certain people who wil l 
never give you respect:' 1 4 

Gun  control and Stand Your  Ground : these were the 
tangible and immediately prospect less campaigning 
issues at p lay at this time, in the long months whi le 
people waited for the Zimmerman trial to begin . But, 
of course, a generalised sense that there was some­
thing specifical ly racial at work in such things had 
never gone away. A late December demonstration 
in Oakland ,  Califo rnia, d rew links between Trayvon 
and a local black man, Alan B lueford , who had died 
at the hands of the cops, while in January 201 3 ,  JET 
Magazine - which had pub lished the original photos of 
Emmett Til l - placed Davis's portrait on its cover with 
the head line :  Is your child next? 

On  9 March 20 1 3 ,  1 6-year-o ld  Kimani Grey was 
shot and kil led by p lainc lothes po lice in East 
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Flatbush ,  Brooklyn i n  an event whose contrad ictory 15 Flatbush  may be 

accounts - gun-brandish ing gang member or unarmed 
i nnocent executed in  cold blood whi le flee ing for his 
l ife - would never be reconci led. This brought New York 
City the closest th ing to an ant i-pol ice riot s ince the 
1 9 80s - a smashed pharmacy and cars i n  f lames a few 
b locks from the site of the shoot ing ,  after teenagers 
broke away from a v ig i l  - with fu rther gatheri ngs on  
subsequent n ights as  #BrooklynRiot spread on Twit­
ter. Local counci l  member J umaane Wi l l iams showed 
up with heavies to shut th ings down in the name of the 
commun ity, accus ing Occupy of sending outside agita­
tors. This was an early i nstance in  a pattern that wou ld  
become general ,  o f  exist ing b lack organ isat ions c la im­
ing to represent the movement ,  the i r  leg i t imacy in  th is 
respect a funct ion of the i r  ab i l ity to re in  i n  the v io lence. 
But what d ist ingu ished protest for Grey from that for 
Trayvon and Davis was the confinement to a local ity and 
relative lack of mediat ion : though it was soon added to 
the hashtag memorials , act ions i n  Grey's name d iffered. 
I n  l i eu  of the so l idar ity protests of far-fl ung  act iv ists 
accompanied by waves of social media chatter i n  the 
weeks and months after an incident ,  the react ion to 
Grey's death was near i n  both t ime and space. 1 5 Such 
formal d ifferences may be read as indexes of d ist inct 
composit ions. 

THE P R ES I D E N T  I S  TRAYVO N MARTI N 

I n  J u ne 201 3 - in the summer that marked the fift ieth 
ann iversary of the March on Wash ington - Black Life 
Matters act ivists were in Ch icago's South Side respond­
ing to gun vio lence by "co l lect ing d reams" .  Then came 
Z immerman's 1 4  J u ly acqu ittal on  al l charges. Th is  
brought the be l lows to bear aga in  on 201  2 's embers. 
On 1 6  J u ly Dream Defenders started a several-week 
sit- in  at Florida's Capitol bu i ld ing ,  demand ing a Trayvon 
Mart in  Act to repeal Stand You r  G round and out law 
racia l  profi l i ng ,  and with Twitter and Tumb l r  posts on 
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the Zimmerman tria l ,  the #BlacklivesMatter variant now 1& Al i c i a  G arza, 'A 

reared its head again , this time under the stewardship 
of activists - Alicia Garza, Patrisse Cu l lors and Opal 
Tometti - who wou ld later become leading figures in the 
movement and assert ownership of this slogan. 1 6 Mean­
while the state proffered carrot and half-concealed 
stick:  under Democratic p ressure, us Senate hearings 
on Stand Your  Ground (at which Trayvon Martin 's and 
Jordan Davis's families would testify) were announced 
on 1 9  J u ly, while Obama now identified himself with 
Trayvon - and as a victim of racial prejudice - speaking 
at significant length on issues of race, suggesting that 
there may be some legis lative reforms ahead , whi le 
simu ltaneously upho lding the neutrality of the existing 
law, and warning against vio lent protest. Here was that 
tension again : "b lack" and "president" in some ways at 
odds ;  now, perhaps more than ever, the former rhetori­
cal ly encroaching on the latter, probably in reasoned 
ant icipation that the Trayvon Martin case wou ld  not 
quietly die. 

The next day, in customary fashion ,  Al  Sharpton and 
the National  Action N etwork announced demonstra­
tions in " 1 00 cities" .  The Martin , Alexander and Davis 
protests had so far been centred on their home state of 
Florida - with solidarity actions coming from America's 
two activist metropoles ,  New York City and the Bay 
Area. Demonstrations now spread to DC, Atlanta, Dal las, 
Cincinnati, New Orleans, Minneapolis, and on, though 
Florida remained a base, with protests in Jacksonvil le 
and Miami. The Alexander case was sti l l  on the agenda, 
with a Jacksonvil le  ral ly cal led by Jesse Jackson .  The 
latter - who lent his physical support to the Tal lahas­
see sit-in - was also offering to mobilise institutional 
force in aid of the younger demonstrators. F lorida was, 
said Jackson ,  an "apartheid state" ,  and - singing from 
the standard Civil Rights hymnbook -"the Se lma of 
our time" .  Though the standard power brokers of b lack 
po litics cou ld  obvious ly not fi l l  demonstrations  and 
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occupat ions a l l  by themselves, now, as i n  spr ing 201  2 ,  
t h i s  was evidently more than a spontaneous upsurge.  

Indeed, the concerted push from student- led demon­
strat ions and occupat ions - and, later, riots - as we l l  
as the i nst i tut ional  and personne l  ho ldovers of Civ i l  
R ights act iv ism, a l l  the way up  to the legis lative organs 
of the American state , with d ip lomatic mediat ion and 
concessions announced by the President, is one of the 
most remarkable aspects of this wave of strugg les.  Set 
against Occupy or the ant i-g lobal isat ion movement, it 
has had a pecu l iar social and institut ional "depth"- one 
only possib le ,  perhaps, i n  a country beset by race's 
constitut ive contrad ict ion ,  where Civil Rights legacies 
perform important social and ideolog ical functions. With 
a now-sizeable b lack midd le class sti l l  prone to ident ify 
along racial l i nes before any other, and with an active 
black presence in h igher  state i nstitut ions ,  there i s  a 
socia l  basis, it wou ld seem, for substant ia l ly vert ical 
modes of movement composit ion which defy trad it ional 
storytel l i ng  about rad ical upsurges and their inevitable 
cooptation. Th is was the composition that "black" brought. 

Before long even Oprah Winfrey - a Forbes r ich l ist 
member  worth $3 b i l l i on  - was wad ing  i n ,  d rawing  
para l le ls between Trayvon Mart in  and  Emmett Ti l l .  And 
with i n  a month came the med iat ic spectacle of the 
March on Wash ington ann iversary and the " National  
Act ion to Realize the Dream March" ,  br ing ing out the 
Obamas, Bi l l  C l i nton and J i m my Carter (but notably 
no Bushes;  Carter pointedly identif ied Democrat ic for­
tunes with Civ i l  R ights gains) to g lory in  Civ i l  Rights as 
nat ional myth .  Sharpton took a h istoric opportun ity to 
criticise b lack youth cu l ture and its "sagg ing pants" ,  to 
much applause. But attendance est imates were much 
lower than ant ic ipated - probably somewhere i n  the 
1 0 ,000s. Wh i le  the symbology of Civi l Rights is never 
far away i n  this wave of strugg les ,  this was evidence, 
perhaps, that the sent iments exposed by the Trayvon 

Brown v. Ferguson 23 



case were looking for something other than monuments 
to a previous  generation 's heroism ; Luther dons the 
mask of the Apostle Pau l .  

FUCK THE FEDS 

At th is stage activist strategy remained large ly  con- 17 Th is  game p lan has  

fined to a Civil Rights p laybook. First high light local been tac it ly assumed 

instances of racist vio lence or institutional discrimina­
tion in order to draw in the federal government. Then 
use Department of Justice or FBI investigations into "civil 
rights vio lations" to extract concessions from state and 
local officials . 17 This orientation to the federal govern­
ment might seem surprising - especial ly given its ro le 
in crafting pol icies that have adversely affected Afri­
can Americans .  But race and the us state have had a 
long and intimate relationship in which the latter's role 
cannot simply be reduced to either abuse or accom­
modation, and it would be a mistake to  read the function 
of the state here as a matter of the simple incorpora­
tion of a previous generation's insurgent b lack politics. 
Black people in America have been continual ly exposed 
to high levels of arbitrary vio lence. This vio lence has 
often been inflicted directly by agents of federal, state 
and municipal governments ; at other times by private 
actors with the tacit or explicit approval of the state. 
But j u risdictional conflicts between different leve ls of 
government have also a l lowed b lack movements,  in 
certain periods, to play one off the other. I ndeed their 18 

attempts to do so have shaped the existing division of 
powers in the United States. 
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i n  summer 2015 ,  w i th  
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L i sa  M i l l e r, Perils of 

Federalism (Oxford 

2008) .  

Prior to the Civil War, tight restrictions on federal power 19  Federal s u pport 

had been introduced into the Constitution explicit ly to for C iv i l  R i g hts was 

foresta l l  any potential for Congress to undermine or 
out law slavery in the Southern states, and federal legal 
protection had been largely l imited to slaveowners - the 
Constitution 's Commerce and Fugitive Slave Clauses 
confined the federal enforcement of property rights 
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to the k ind of property that had a tendency to f lee 
across state l i nes. But after the war the 1 4th and 1 5th 
amendments, together with the Enforcement Acts, gave 
Congress unprecedented powers to overru le state law 
in order to protect the former s laves from their  former 
masters. These amendments, along with a beefed-up  
interpretat ion o f  the  Commerce Clause, st i l l  u nder l ie 
federal power over state jud iciaries today. The question 
of race is thus bound int imately to the very structure of 
pol it ical power i n  America. 

But the intended beneficiaries of these developments 
were abandoned a lmost immed iate ly  by the newly 
empowered federal government amid a backlash against 
Reconstruct ion ,  led by a revanchist Southern e l ite.  A 
series of Supreme Court decisions cu lm inating in Plessy 
v. Ferguson ( 1 896) succeeded in depriv ing Southern 
b lacks of the i r  newfound  const itut iona l  p rotect ions .  
And even as federal j ud ic ia l  overs ight  and interven­
t ion expanded in the ear ly twentieth century to cover 
organised cr ime, auto theft , drug and prostitut ion rack­
ets - bi l led as "wh ite s lavery"- the federal government 
consistently ignored the appeals of anti- lynch ing cam­
paigners. 18 It was only after Brown v. Board of Education 
( 1 954),  when Jim Crow had become both unprofitable 
and a nat ional embarrassment,  1 9 that Southern b lacks 
were finally able to discount these constitutional promis­
sory notes.20 I n  a sense, black people were both the fi rst 
and last to enjoy access to federal protect ion .  

Of course today, as i n  the past ,  those p rotect ions 
remain very l im ited . The Department of J ust ice has 
been incons istent i n  enforc i ng  its c iv i l  r ights man­
date, and no-one imag ines the feds are committed to 
racial equal ity. There is perhaps an analogy here with 
the ro le of the Ch inese Comm u n ist Party i n  maki ng  
an  example o f  corrupt local off ic ials i n  order  to  que l l  
protest and  preserve the  wider system of corrupt ion. 
The role of Congress in  estab l ish ing the basis of mass 
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i ncarcerat ion (see addendum ,  below) and the recent 
gutt ing of the Voting Rights Act by the Supreme Court 
leave no  i l l us ions about the t rustworth i ness of the 
federal government i n  th is respect. But the h istory of 
Reconstruct ion shows that there is noth ing new in the 
fact that the supposed saviours of black people can 
often be the i r  worst enemies.  

B E I N G  B LACK WH I LE S E E KI N G  H E L P  

R ig hts Act, wh i ch  

i n stead re l i ed on  the 

Commerce C lause to 

make pr ivate race­

based d i sc r im i nat ion  

a federal offence .  

On 1 4  September 201 3 Jonathan Ferre l l ,  24 ,  crashed 21 I n  t h i s  case the 

his car in  Charlotte, North Carol ina and went to a nearby 
house in search of he lp .  The homeowner cal led 9 1 1 
and pol ice officers soon arrived on the scene. Rather 
than he lp ing Ferre l l ,  pol ice officer Randal l  Kerrick shot 
h im 10 t imes.2 1  On 2 November Renisha McBr ide,  1 9 , 
crashed her car in Dearborn Heights, Mich igan,  in the 
Detroit metropol itan area, and went i n  search of help.  
Apparently intoxicated and confused , she knocked on 
Theodore P. Wafer's front door i n  the early hours of the 
morn i ng .  He  responded with a shotgu n  b last to her  
face. The appearance of  such strik ingly repetitive pat­
terns i n  th is  story is probably i n  part a product of the 
med iat ion of specif ic inc idents : two cases that sepa­
rately and with d ifferent t im ing m ight have d rawn l itt le 
attent ion i n  themselves coming to resonate together, 
the latter case ampl ifying  the former, and both sound­
ing out louder together. But i t  is  surely a lso i n  part an 
artefact of gener ic structu res of American society : the 
b lack person deposited i n  an unfam i l iar ne ighbourhood 
by a car accident, rous ing fears on the part of the res i­
dent to whom they attempt to appeal for  he lp ,  u lt imately 
lead ing to their death - the whole standard apparatus 
of suburban anxiety, racia l isat ion and arbitrary v io lence 
towards black people shows itself. 

Spokespeople for the McBride fam i ly seem to have re­
s isted her insert ion into the ongoing macabre narrative 
of Trayvon et al. , but with Michigan's Stand Your  Ground 
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law potential ly at stake, and Wafer's defence involving  
the c la im that he thought h is home was be ing broken 
i nto, the associat ion was probably inevitable - as was 
Al Sharpton 's prompt appearance on the scene, making 
the case. On the day of McBride's funeral ,  however, an 
attem pt by Democrats to repeal Florida's Stand You r  
Ground law was defeated by  overwhelming Republ ican 
opposition. In  the weeks fo l lowing McBride's death,  dem­
onstrations grew in Detroit, with vigi ls and ral l ies outside 
a po l ice stat ion us ing the B lack Lives Matter s logan,  
whi le #Just iceForRenisha entered the nat ional chatter. 
But  the lack of Trayvon-esque levels of mob i l i sation  
was noted : d id  black women's l ives matter even less? 

I n  February 20 1 4 ,  though Jordan Davis 's ki l l e r  was 
convicted of 2nd degree mu rder, a hung j u ry meant 
that a fu l l -scale murder charge was left pending further 
tr ia l .  This led to nat ional outrage and Flor ida demon­
strat ions for  Davis. These were fo l lowed in  major cit ies 
across the country by a new round of Trayvon Mart in 
act ions. A 1 0  March demonstrat ion at Flor ida's State 
Capitol in Tal lahassee, led by Mart in 's and Davis 's par­
ents, as well as the omn ipresent Sharpton, demanded 
repeal of Stand You r  Ground .  Yet at th is point Flor ida's 
Repub l ican-dominated leg is latu re actua l ly appeared 
ready to extend this legis lat ion - albeit with a view to 
cases l i ke Marissa Alexander 's where a warn ing shot is 
fi red . Wh i le  the country's pu lse seemed to be palpably 
qu ickening over issues related to these ki l l i ngs, and the 

"New Civi l Rights Movement" idea remained much in  the 
air, it seems conceivable that th ings m ight have fizzled 
at th is point i nto m inor  Stand Your  G round and gun  
control campaigns ,  had further events no t  intervened. 

I CA N ' T  B R EAT H E  

But  a t  m id-summer, wh i le  D ream Defenders were 
organ is ing " Freedom Schools" across Flor ida - mod­
el led on the ob l igatory Civ i l  Rights precedent - New 
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York cops added another name to the l ist, wh i le man- 22 It seems that the 

ag ing  to bring pol ice brutal ity to the fore i n  the m ix  t r igger  f o r  t h e  c lamp-

of l ive issues : Er ic Garner, 43,  ki l led i n  a chokehold 
on 1 7  J u ly 201 4 on Staten Is land, New York City, by 
pol ice officer Danie l  Pantaleo. Garner apparently so ld 

" loosies"- ind ividual cigarettes purchased in neighbour­
ing states l i ke Pennsylvania or Delaware where taxes 
were lower - and had al ready been arrested mu lt ip le 
t imes in  201 4 for th is minor misdemeanor. For the cops 
this was a matter of clamping down not on crime but 

"d isorder" ,  part of the "broken windows" pol ic ing strat­
egy made famous by the NYPD.22 Garner's last arrest 
was captu red in a video which was released 6 hours 
later to immed iately go viral : Garner remonstrat ing with 
the po l ice officers, referr i ng  to the arrests as a pat­
tern of harassment, announcing that " it stops today" ; 
Pantaleo throwing h is arm around Garner's neck, whi le 
five other cops dragged h im  to the ground ,  p i l i ng  on 
top of h im .  I n  another v ideo we see a crowd gather­
ing wh i le  cops ins ist "he 's st i l l  breath ing" ; ambulance 
workers arriv ing on the scene fai l to notice that he isn 't .  
Garner d ied on the sidewalk surrounded by h is  k i l lers, 
his dying words caught on  camera: "I can't breathe .  
I can ' t  breathe" .  

Perhaps because the ground had a l ready been pre­
pared by preced ing events ; perhaps because th is event 
was captu red so visceral ly ;  perhaps because it took 
p lace in  New York City rather than Flor ida or Mich igan,  
it became clear around th is t ime that a momentum was 
bu i ld i ng .  On 1 9  J u ly demonstrat ions for Garner took 
p lace on Staten Is land and i n  Har lem, with Al Sharp­
ton and NAN i nvolvement .  I n  a speech crit ic is ing the 
pol ice ,  Sharpton qu ickly announced a c iv i l  r ights lawsu it 
against the NYPD. On 29 Ju ly Broadway stars staged 
a flashmob demonstrat ion for Garner i n  Times Square. 
Then a further name : John Crawford , 22 ,  shot and k i l led 
by pol ice i n  Beavercreek, Oh io on 5 August 201 4 after 
p icking  up a toy gun i n  a shop.  Video of aggressive 
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po lice questioning of Crawford's girlfriend after the kil l ­
ing would further stoke controversy. 

And another: on 9 August, 1 8-year-o ld Michael Brown 
J r. was shot and kil led by police officer Darren Wilson 
in Ferguson , Missouri, a suburb of St. Louis, unarmed , 
and - witnesses c laimed - with his hands u p  in su r­
render. If events in this wave of strugg les had hitherto 
largely fo l lowed the sanctioned Civil Rights standard of 
non-vio lent direct action ,  now came a shift of key : this 
was the Watts moment. And if actions had so far been 
mostly convened and d riven by university students and 
professional activists, those descending modu lations 
now kicked in again, bringing out a substantial cut of 
Ferguson's poor. 

A D D E N D U M :  O N  MASS I N CARCE RATI O N  

23 Jam i lah  K i ng ,  ' H ow 

th ree f r iends  tu rned 
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Facebook post i nto a 

g loba l  phenomenon ', 

The California Sunday 

Magazine, 1 March 

2015.  

24 S idney M .  W i l l he lm ,  

Who Needs the 

Negro? (Shenkman 

1970). 

Brown v. Ferguson 

With Ferguson approaching the brink, it probably made 
l itt le  d ifference to the overa l l  pattern of events that 
on 7 August Theodore P. Wafer, Renisha McBride's 
kil le r, was found guilty of a l l  charges and sentenced 
to 1 7-32 years. I ndeed ,  even some activists were 
doubting whether they could honestly chalk this up  as 
a victory. Patrisse Cu l lars ,  an anti-incarceration activist 
who had set up the B lack Lives Matter Network a long 
with Alicia Garza and Opal Tometi, began to worry that 
the movement was celebrating the very thing she had 
been campaigning against ; she and Garza were actual ly 
debating this when Michael Brown 's shooting ro l led 
across the television news.23 Ferguson wou ld  put this 
question on ho ld ,  but the fact that the first mass move­
ment against mass incarceration wou ld have, as one of 
its central demands, more incarceration (albeit only for 
cops and racists) wou ld  remain a point of contention .  

I n  1 970 an obscure sociologist from Galveston ,  Texas, 
Sidney M. Wil l he lm ,  pub lished a book with the incendi­
ary tit le Who Needs the Negro ?.24 In it he argued that 
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a b itter i rony was fac ing b lack America: j ust when the 
Civi l Rights Movement was promis ing to l iberate b lack 
people from d iscrim inat ion in the workplace, automation 
was k i l l i ng the very jobs from which they had previously 
been exc luded .  Wi l l he lm  painted a dystop ian future 
that has proved eeri ly prophetic. He warned that Afri­
can Americans were in  danger of shar ing the fate of 
American Ind ians :  heavi ly segregated, condemned to 
perpetual ly high levels of poverty and dwind l i ng  b i rth 
rates - an "obsolescent" popu lat ion doomed to demo­
graphic decl ine .  At the t ime,  i n  the heady days of Civ i l  
R ights success, Wi l l he lm  was d i sm issed as a kook.  

26 Bruce Weste rn ,  Today h is  book is remembered only with in  some smal l  
Punishment and b lack nat ional ist c i rcles. 25 
Inequality in America 

(Russe l l  Sage Fou n - I n  retrospect many of  Wi l l he lm 's pred ict ions bore out ,  
dat ion  2006). but even h is  bleak v is ion fai led to ant ic ipate the true 

scale of the catastrophe i n  store for b lack America. 
27 These reforms ,  a long He wrote that "the real  frustrat ion of the 'total society' 

with new consp i racy comes from the d ifficu lty of d i scard i ng  20 ,000,000 
charges that cou ld  be people made superfl uous  th rough  automat ion " ,  for 
used to tu rn  any as- "there is  no possib i l ity of resu bjugat ing the Negro or 
soc iate i nto a state's of ja i l i ng 20,000,000 Americans of vary ing shades of 
witness ,  effect ive ly ' b lack' ." Nowhere in his dystopian imag inat ion cou ld  
g ave sentenc i ng  Wil l he lm envisage an increase i n  the pr ison populat ion 
power  to prosecutors .  of the scale that actual ly occurred i n  the two decades 
M iche l le  A lexander, after h is  book was pub l ished.  Yet th is  was the eventual 
The New Jim Crow: solut ion to the prob lem that Wi l l he lm perceived : the 
Mass Incarcera tion in correlat ion between the loss of manufactur ing jobs for 
the Age of Colorblind- African American men and the rise in the ir  i ncarcerat ion 
ness (New Press i s  unm istakable .  
2010) .  H owever, as  

James Forman J r. 

po i nts out ,  A lexan­

der ' s  backlash thes i s  

ove r looks the s upport 

of black po l i t i c ians  for 

th is same leg i s l at i on .  

James Forman J r. ,  

Endnotes 4 

Today in the us one in ten b lack men between the ages 
of 1 8 and 35 are beh ind bars, far more than anyth ing 
witnessed i n  any other  t ime or p lace. The absolute num­
ber  has fal len in  recent years, but  the cumulative impact 
is terrify ing .  Amongst all b lack men born s i nce the late 
1 970s, one in four have spent time in prison by the i r  
m id-30s.  For those who d idn ' t  complete h igh school ,  
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Brown v. Ferguson 

i ncarcerat ion has become the norm: 70% have passed 
through the system. 26 They are typ ical ly caged in ru ral 
pr isons far from friends and fami ly, many are exploited 
by both the prison and its gangs, and tens of thousands 
are cu rrently rott ing in  sol itary confinement.  

How to expla in th is  modern he l lscape? Wilhelm g ives 
us an economic story :  capital ists no longer have the 
capacity or  mot ive to exploit the labour  of these men ; 
unnecessary for capital ,  they are made wards of the 
state. M ichel le Alexander, i n  The New Jim Crow, g ives 
us a pol it ical one : fear of b lack insurgency (a backlash 
against the successes of the Civ i l  R ights Movement) 
l ed white voters to support " law and order" po l ic ies ,  
l i ke i ncreased mandatory m i n i m u m  sentences and 
reduced opportun ity for paro le .  27 Alexander u nder­
plays the impact of a very real  cr ime wave beg inn ing  
in  the late 1 960s ,  bu t  it is t rue  that these pol ic ies were 
fi rst championed by a Republ ican "Southern strategy" 
that did l i t t le to conceal  a core rac ia l  an imus ,  and 
they began to receive b ipart isan support i n  the 80s ,  
when the crack ep idemic  un ited the country i n  fear of  
b lack crim inal ity. 

However, if wh ite po l i t ic ians had hoped to specif i­
cal ly target b lacks with these pun it ive pol ic ies then 
they fai led .  From 1 970 to 2000, the incarcerat ion rate 
for whites increased just as fast , and i t  cont inued to 
increase even as the black incarcerat ion rate began to 
decl ine after 2000. Blacks are sti l l  i ncarcerated at much 
h igher rates, but the b lack-wh ite d isparity actual ly fell 
over the era of mass i ncarcerat ion .  Th is is partly a mat­
ter of wider demographic trends, such as u rbanisation 
and i nter-reg iona l  m ig ration ,  but it means that b lack 
people are far from being the only vict ims of the pr ison 
boom .28 Even if every b lack man cu rrently i n  ja i l  were 
m i racu lous ly set free, in a sort of ant i-racist raptu re ,  
the us wou ld st i l l  have the h ighest incarcerat ion rate 
in the world .  
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A M E R I CAN BAN L I E U E  

Ferguson is a p icture o f  pleasant suburbia,  a town 2 9  I n  1974 a pane l  of 

of tree- l ined streets and wel l -kept homes, many of 
them bu i lt for the midd le class at m id-century. But 
Ferguson is in  north St. Louis County, and the area 
is suffer ing from one of the reg ion 's weakest real 
estate markets. 

- St. Louis Post Dispatch, 1 8  August 201 3 

St. Lou is  has a long h istory of state mandated racial 
segregat ion in  the form of red l i n i ng ,  segregated pub­
l ic  hous ing ,  restrictive covenants and so on . 29 Out of 
u rban eng ineer ing and "sl um  su rgery" there came the 
1 956  Pru itt- Igoe project, which housed 1 5,000 people 
i n  North St. Lou is .  Model led part ly on Le Corbusier 's 
pr inciples by M inoru Yamasaki , the architect who would 
go  on to design the World Trade Centre, th is project 
became notor ious a lmost immed iately for its cr ime and 
poverty. 30 Local authorit ies solved the problem - and 
that of Pru itt- lgoe's large-scale rent str i ke - by s im­
p ly  demol ish ing it i n  the early 1 970s i n  an event that 
Charles Jencks famously identif ied as "the day mod­
ern architectu re d ied" . 3 1 North St. Lou is  has remained 
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heavi ly impoverished and racial ised to the present, with 30 See the 201 1 docu-

95 percent of the popu lat ion identify ing as b lack, and mentary f i lm d i rected 

unemployment among men in the i r  twenties approach- by Chad Fre id r i chs ,  

i ng 50 percent i n  many ne ighbourhoods. 'The Pru itt- I goe  Myth' .  

An i ncorporated c ity close to the northern edge of St. 
Lou is ,  Ferguson had been an early destination for wh ite 
f l ight ,  as both workers and jobs moved out of the c ity i n  

f o r  an exp lorat ion  of 

the soc ia l  h i story of 

th i s  project. 

the 1 950s and 60s, to escape the desegregated school 31 With a certa i n  h i stor i-

system and benefit from the lower taxes of suburban St. 
Lou is  County. But many of the refugees of the Pru itt­
Igoe d isaster too fled north to p laces l i ke Ferguson 
when other wh ite suburbs blocked the construct ion of 
mu lt i-fam i ly hous ing ,  enforced restrictive covenants, or  
s imp ly proved too expensive.32 This was the beg inn ing 
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of another wave of out-m igrat ion - th is t ime b lack - as 32 See Anthony F l i nt , 

cr ime and poverty swept the de i ndustr ia l ised c ity 
th rough  the 1 980s and 90s .  Wh ites now began to 
leave Ferguson ,  taki ng  i nvestment and tax revenues 
with them, and the local government started to al low for 
the construct ion of low- and m ixed- income apartments 
i n  the southeastern corner of the town . 33 These devel­
opments fit a general pattern of spatial polarisat ion and 
local homogen isat ion ,  as segregat ion has occurred 
between blocks of increasing size - town and suburb 
rather than ne ighbourhood.34 Th rough such dynamics, 

'A Fa i led Pub l i c-

Hous i ng  Project 

Could Be a Key to St .  

Lou is '  Futu re', City/ab, 

25 August 2014; R .L .  

' I n exti n g u i shab le  

F i re :  Fe rguson And  

Beyond ', Mute, 17  

November  2014. 

the popu lat ion of Ferguson has become increas ing ly 33 See Chr i s  Wr ight ,  ' Its 

black over recent decades:  from 1 % i n  1 970, to 25% 
i n  1 990 ,  to 67% in  20 10 .  But  the local state ru l i ng  
over t h i s  popu lat ion has lagged s ign ificantly beh ind its 
rapid ly sh ift ing racial profi l e :  in 201 4 only about 7.5% 
of pol ice officers were African-American , and almost al l  
e lected offic ia ls white. Meanwh i le  the gender balance 
has changed just as rapid ly, with Ferguson d isplay ing 
the h ighest number of "m iss ing b lack men" i n  the us : 

on ly 60 black men for every 1 00 women ; thus more 
than 1 in 3 b lack men absent, presumed either dead 
or beh ind bars.35 

A further inf lux to Ferguson - and specif ical ly Canfie ld 
Green , the apartment complex in  the southeast where 
M ichael Brown l ived and d ied - came from another 
mass demolition of housing stock:  ne ighbouring  Kin­

Own Pecu l ia r  Decor', 

in th i s  i ssue  for an 

ana lys i s  of such  

dynam ics .  

34 See Dan ie l  L i chter 

et a l . ,  'Toward a New 

M acro-Seg regat ion? 

Decompos i ng  Seg re­

gat ion  w i th i n  and be­

tween M etropo l i tan 

C i t ies  and Subu rbs' ,  

American Sociologi­

cal Review, vo l .  So, no .  

4, August  2015. 

loch,  a much o lder African American ne ighbourhood, 35 The nat iona l  average 

had also been suffer ing from the general  dynamics fo r  wh i tes i s  99 men 

of decl i n i ng  popu lat ion and h igh  cr ime unt i l  much of  
the area was razed to make way for  an expansion of  
Lambert-St. Lou is  I nternat ional A i rport .  Wh i le  K in loch 
and Ferguson may together form a cont inuous picture of 
racial isat ion,  u rban decay and brutal isat ion at the hands 
of planners and deve lopers, viewed at other scales it 
is  the polar isat ions that start to appear: a coup le of 
k i lometers from Ferguson's southern per imeter l ies the 
smal l  townlet of Be l ler ive. Border ing on  the campus 

Brown v .  Ferguson 

for 100 women ,  83 

for b lacks .  Wailers et 

a l ,  '1.5 M i l l i o n  M i s s i ng  

B l ack  Men ', New York 

Times, 20 Apr i l  2015. 
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of the Un ivers ity of M issou ri-St. Lou is ,  Bel lerive has a 36 J i m  Ga l lagher, 'B lame 

median fam i ly income of around $1 00,000. poverty, age for weak 

No rth County home 

I ndeed, Ferguson i tse lf  remains relatively i nteg rated by 
the standards of St. Lou is  County, with a qu ite prosper­
ous wh ite is land around South Flor issant Road . Thus 
both cr ime and poverty are lower than in  ne ighbouring 
suburbs l i ke Jenn ings and Berkeley. But it is  a suburb 
in transit ion .  If in the 1 960s and 70s the racia l  d iv is ions 
of St. Louis County were largely carved out by pub l ic  
pol icy, as wel l  as sem i-pub l ic  restrictive covenants, i n  
the  1 990s and  2000s they tended to fo l low a more d is­
crete and spontaneous pattern of real estate valuat ions. 
Ferguson,  l i ke Sanford , Flor ida, was impacted heavi ly 
by the recent foreclosure cr is is .  More than half the new 
mortgages i n  North  St. Louis County from 2004 to 
2007 were subpr ime, and i n  Ferguson by 2 0 1 0  one 
i n  1 1  homes were i n  foreclosure.  Between 2009 and 
201 3 North County homes lost a th i rd of the i r  value . 36 

Land lords and investment companies bought up  under­
water properties and rented to m inorit ies. White f l ight 
was now turn ing into a stampede. 

Because property taxes are l i n ked to val uat ions ,  the 
Ferguson c i ty government had to look elsewhere for 
fund i ng .  Between 2004 and 20 1 1 court f ines net­
ted $ 1 . 2  m i l l ion ,  or  around 1 00/o of the c ity's revenue.  
By 201 3 th is  figu re had doub led to $2 .6  m i l l i on ,  o r  a 
fifth of a l l  revenues. The c ity's annua l  budget report 
attr ibuted th is  to a "more concentrated focus on traf­
fic enforcement" .  In that year the Ferguson Mun ic ipal 
Court d isposed of 24 ,532 warrants and 1 2 ,0 1 8 cases, 
or about 3 warrants and 1 .5  cases per household .  A 
Department of Just ice report wou ld soon reveal that 
these had been far from evenly d istr i buted across the 
populat ion : 

African Americans accou nt for 85% of vehic le stops, 
90% of citat ions,  and 93% of arrests made by FPD 
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officers, despite compr is ing only 67% of Ferguson's 
popu lat ion .  [They] are 68% less l i kely than others to 
have the i r  cases d ism issed by the court [and] 50% 
more l i ke ly to have their cases lead to an arrest 
warrant. 37 

In h igh poverty areas l i ke Canfie ld Green, non-payment 
of f ines can easi ly lead to fu rther f ines as wel l  as jai l  
t ime, and the report found that "arrest warrants were 
used almost exc lusively for the pu rpose of compel l i ng 
payment through the th reat of  i ncarcerat ion" .  Here the 
disappearance of  wh ite wealth and the destruct ion of  
black had led to a mutation in the form of  the local state: 
revenue col lected not through consensual taxat ion but 
by outr ight v io lent p lunder. 

M I KE B ROWN 'S B O DY 

For fou r  and a half hours M ike Brown 's body lay mou ld­
er ing on the hot tarmac. By the t ime the cops f inal ly 
d ragged it away - not even i nto an ambu lance but 
mere ly the back of an SUV - the pool  of b lood had 
tu rned from red to b lack. They left the body on the 
street for so long because they were busy "secur ing 
the cr ime scene" ,  wh ich meant d ispers ing the large 
angry crowd that was gather ing as residents poured 
out of surround ing apartments. As local news report­
ers arr ived on  the scene, shaky ce l lphone footage 
of Brown 's body was a l ready beginn i ng  to c i rcu late . 
Dorian Johnson ,  a fr iend of Brown 's who was with h im  
a t  the  t ime  o f  the  fatal incident ,  told interviewers that he  
had  been "shot l i ke an an imal " .  Cops reported gunf i re 
and chants of "k i l l  the pol ice" .  "Hands up ,  don 't shoot" 
and "We are M ichael Brown" would soon be added 
to the chorus, wh i le someone set a dumpster on f ire; 
s igns al ready that an ant i-pol ice r iot was i n  the offing .  
The exposed body, doub led over, b lood f lowing down 
the street, had seemed to say: you matter this much.  
As if to reinforce the po int ,  more cops arriving on the 

Brown v .  Ferguson 
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scene d rove over a makesh ift memorial of rose petals 38 Anonymous test imony 

where Brown 's body had lai n ;  a pol ice dog may also posted on  D ialect ica l  

have been a l lowed to ur inate on it .  De l i nquents website .  

At a dayt ime v ig i l  the next day, 10 August 20 1 4 ,  a 39 The scorched fore-

black leader of the County government tried to calm 
the mount ing  un rest, but  was shouted down.  Mem­
bers of  the New Black Panther Party chanted "B lack 
Power" and " rambled nonsensical ly about that devi l 
rap music, the Moors, etc" . 38 As day t i lted i nto even­
ing ,  the large, rest ive crowd met wi th  massive pol ice 
presence - a convent ional  proto-r iot scenar io .  Con­
frontat ions ensued : a cop car and a TV van attacked ; 
shops looted ; a Ou ikTri p  gas stat ion the f i rst th i ng  
aflame. Th is  acted as  a beacon ,  d rawing more people 
out .39 And rather than the myth ical ly random object of 

"mob rage" ,  it was a del iberately selected target :  rumour 
had it that staff had cal led the cops on Brown, accusing 
him of shopl i ft ing .  The Qu ick Tri p  was fo l lowed by some 
r iot standards :  parked vehic les set a l ight ;  loot ing on 
West Florissant Avenue - plus a l itt le fest iv ity, mus ic 
playing ,  people hand ing out hotdogs. The cops backed 
off for hours ,  leav ing that odd sort of pseudo- l iberated 
space that can appear in the m idst of a riot. 

As the eyes of the nation turned to watch, people jo ined 
i n  on social media with the #lfTheyGunnedMeDown 
hashtag, mocking the media select ion of the most gang­
sta poss ib le v ict im portraits. Act iv ists from St. Lou is ,  
some of whom had been i nvolved i n  a spontaneous 
march the year before through the c ity's downtown in 
response to the Zimmerman verd ict, began to descend 
on  the subu rb .  Meanwh i l e  standard mechan isms 
sprung i n to  act io n :  on  1 1  August the FBI opened a 
civ i l  r ights investigat ion i nto Brown 's shoot ing ,  wh i le  
NAACP President Corne l l  Wi l l iam Brooks flew i nto Fer­
guson, cal l i ng for an end to violence. Obama intervened 
the next day with a statement offer ing condolences to 
the Brown fam i ly and asking for people to calm down. 
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Faced with an immed iate wave of rioti ng ,  it was pre- 40 Ph i l  A. Nee l ,  ' N ew 

d ictable which way the constitutive tension wou ld  now Ghettos Bu r n i ng ', 

be resolved : Obama eschewed any racial identif ica­
t ion with Brown or h is  fam i ly, in  favour  of "the b roader 
American commun ity" .  

Bu t  t he  r iot ing ro l led on over days ; act ion necessari ly 
d iffuse i n  this suburban landscape, pol ice l i nes stra in­
ing to span subd iv is ions.40 Away from the front l i nes 
stri p ma l ls  were looted wh i le  carnivalesque  refra ins  
l i ngered in  the a i r :  protesters p i l i ng  onto s low driv ing 
cars, b last ing h ip-hop,  an odd sort of ghost r id ing .  In 
altercat ions between cops and protesters the latter 
sometimes threw rocks or molotovs. But they were also 
often hands-up ,  shout ing "don't shoot'' .  I n  retrospect, 
this may look l i ke an early instance of the theatrics of 
th is  wave of strugg le ,  and it wou ld  soon become a 
fam i l iar meme .  But  it was also apparent ly a sponta­
neous response to the immed iate situation ,  r ight after 
Brown 's shoot i ng ,  before the med ia-savvy act iv ists 
ro l led into town at the end of the month - for it had 
an immed iate referent, not on ly symbol ical ly, in Brown 
h imself, but also pract ical ly, as protesters confronted 
the d iverse tool kit of the American state :  SWAT teams, 
tear gas,  rubber bu l lets, pepper bal ls ,  f lash g renades, 
bean bag rounds ,  smoke bombs, armoured trucks .  The 
nat ion was aghast as images scro l led across screens 
of this m i l itary hardware, of a cop saying "Br ing it you 
fucki ng animals"- coverage which police attempted at 
points to shut down. 

Social contestat ion i n  the us has long faced m uch 
g reater th reat of physical v io lence than i n  other compa­
rable countries - indeed, those protest ing i n  Ferguson 
would also at points be shot at with l ive ammun it ion by 
un identif ied gunmen ,  and sometimes get h i t .  (This is  
surely one reason why such contestat ion often seems 
markedly m uted,  g iven cond it ions .) Pol ice v io lence 
against unarmed black people was thus not a s imp le 
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content of these protests, an issue for them to merely 41 Senator Rand Pau l ,  

carry a long,  l i ke any other demand.  It was also imp l i - 'We M ust Dem i l i tar ize 

cated in the natu re of the protests themselves, where 
everyone out on the streets those days was a potential 
M i ke Brown . There was, we m ight say, a pecul iar pos­
s ib i l ity for movement un ificat ion presenting itself here; a 
un ity one step from the g raveyard , g iven by the equal ity 
that the latter offers ; a un ity of the potent ia l ly k i l lab le :  
hands up ,  don 't shoot. And as  the country looked on ,  
th is  performance of absol ute vu lnerab i l ity commun i ­
cated someth ing powerfu l ;  something with which pol ice 
were i l l -equ ipped to deal : Wi l l  you even deny that I am 
a l iving body? 

Such messages, b roadcast on  the nat iona l  stage ,  
seemed to pose a threat to pol ice legit imacy, and raised 
practical questions about the cont inu ing management of 
the Ferguson unrest. Crit icism of the m i l itarised pol ic ing 
came even from the m idst of the state - albeit its l i ber­
tarian wing.41 On the 1 4th the H ighway Patrol - a  state 
pol ice force, less imp l icated in the immed iate local ity, 
with a much h igher  rat io of b lack officers and d ist inctly 
non-mi l itaristic style - was ordered in  as an alternative, 
softer approach with a view to eas ing tensions, appar­
ently with some success. In the evening hours, a captain 
even walked with a large peacefu l demonstrat ion.  At "an 
emotional meet ing at a chu rch" ,  c lergy members were 
despai r ing at "the seeming ly uncontro l lab le natu re of 
the protest movement and the f lare-ups of v io lence 
that o lder people in the group abhorred :'42 Meanwhi le ,  
Canfie ld Green tu rned into a b lock party. 

After 5 days of protests often v io lent ly d ispersed , the 
name of B rown's k i l l e r, Darren Wi lson, was f ina l ly  
announced, a long with a report that Brown had stolen a 
pack of c igar i l los from Ferguson Market & L iquor - not 
the QuickTr ip gas stat ion - the morn ing  of his death .  
The t im ing of  th is  identif icat ion of crim inal ity was prob­
ably tact ica l ;  i t  was soon fo l lowed by an admiss ion 
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that Wi lson had not stopped B rown for th is  reason .  43 So l i d  stati st ics on  

That n ight ,  Ferguson Market & Liquor received s im i larly part i c i pat ion  seem 

pointed treatment to the OuickTrip :  it was looted. The to be u n avai lab le  at 

next day a state of emergency and curfew was declared. 
There were now a small but s ign ificant number of guns 
on the streets, often fired i nto the a ir, and pol ice were 
gett ing increasing ly nervous. On 1 2 August Mya Aaten­
White ,  g reat-g randdaughter of local jazz s inger Mae 
Wheeler, was shot wh i l st leav ing a protest ; the bu l ­
l e t  p ierced he r  sku l l  bu t  m issed he r  brain ,  lodg ing in  
her s inus cavity. On 1 7 August an anarch ist from St .  
Lou is  was shot in  the kidney, the bu l let grazing h is heart. 
Both su rvived and refused to cooperate with po l ice 
invest igat ions.  

Wh i le  some came i n  from neighbour ing areas, those 
out on the streets in  the ear ly days remained predomi­
nantly local res idents.43 But a mass of  creepers was 
al ready c l imb ing over Ferguson's surface, form ing veg-

present, but  arrest 

f ig u res ch ime  with 

log ica l  read i ngs  of 

the events :  in i ts f i rst 

phase,  Ferguson  was 

c lear ly a commun ity 

ant i -po l i ce r iot ,  and 

its social character 

may thus be j udged  

i n  pa r t  by us i ng  the 

p lace i tse lf  as a 

p roxy. Ann  O 'Ne i l l ,  

'Who was  arrested i n  

Ferguson?' , CNN, 23 

August  2015. 

etal tangles, try ing to g rasp some masonry :  Christian 44 Var ious ,  ' Ref lect ions  

m imes, prayer and rap c i rcles, wingnut preachers, the 
Revo lut ionary Comm u n ist Party, " people who wou ld  
walk between the  riot cops and  the  crowd just saying 
'Jesus' over and over agai n " ;  a general ised recru itment 
fai r.44 B loods and Grips were out, part ic ipat ing i n  con­

on  the Ferg uson 

U pr i s i ng ', Rolling 

Thunder #12, sp r i ng  

2015. 

frontat ions with cops as wel l  as apparently protect ing 45 Bosman ,  ' Lack of 

some stores from looters. Nation of Is lam members too 
took to the streets attem pt ing to guard shops, argu­
ing that women shou ld leave ; others ca l led for peace 
in the name of a new Civ i l  R ights Movement ;  Jesse 
Jackson was booed and asked to leave a local com­
mun ity demonstrat ion when he took the opportun ity 
to ask for donat ions to his church ; "African-American 
civic leaders" in  St. Louis were said to be "frustrated 
by the i r  inab i l ity to gu ide the protesters " :  a rift seemed 
to be open ing .45 

This riot could easi ly have remained a local affai r  l i ke 
those in Cinc innat i  2001 , Oakland 2009 or Flatbush 
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the year before. Yet it happened to coincide with a h igh 46 For p rofi les of the 

point in  a nat ional wave of activ ism , and it managed to 
shake free of local mediators, opening up  a space for 
others to interpret and represent it at w i l l .  Soon social 
med ia-organ ised bus loads of act iv ists descended 
on M issouri from around  the country - Occupy and 
Anonymous apparently identit ies at p lay here ,  p lus  a 
scatter ing of anarch ists. I n  the fo l lowing month "Free­
dom Rides"- another Civ i l  R ights reference - were 
organised under the Black Lives Matter banner :  it was 
at th is  point that th is  real ly emerged in its own r ight 
as a prom inent identity with i n  these movements. Fer­
guson was mutat ing from a terra in of commun ity riots 
into a nat ional centre for act iv ism. Key figu res began 
to emerge, often identif ied by their number of Twitter 
fo l lowers : some local , l i ke Johnetta Elzie ("Netta") and 
Ashley Yates, others who had made the p i lgrimage, l i ke 
DeRay McKesson from Minneapol is .46 

T H E  N EW RACE LEA D E RS 

new act iv ists ,  see 

'The D i s ruptors' ,  CNN, 

4 August  2015 .  

I t 's more than a hashtag - it 's a civ i l  r ights movement. 47 Spec ia l  thanks to 

- YES! Magazine, 1 May 201  5 Ch i no  for he l p  on th i s  

sect ion .  

Al l  the p ieces were now i n  p lace.  What appeared as 
one movement was actua l ly two : med ia-savvy activ- 48 The i con i c  photo of  

ists and proletarian rioters, for the most part d iv ided men carry i ng  s i g n s  

both social ly and geographical ly.47 But in  Ferguson's read i n g  'I am a man '  

aftermath th is d iv ide was spanned by a shared sense i s  of str i k i ng  garbage 

of u rgency; by the d iverse resonances of a hashtag ; by workers i n  Memph i s ,  

developing inst itut ional br idges ; and perhaps above a l l  
by the legacy of the Civ i l  R ights Movement itself, with 
its abi l ity to conju re b lack un ity. The s im i larit ies were 
many: "b lack l ives matter" evoking the o lder slogan " I  
am a man " ;48 t he  faith and  re l ig ious rhetoric o f  many 
act iv ists ; the tactics of nonvio lent civi l  d isobedience 
and media v is ib i l ity - contrasted with the far more 
opaque riots ; not to ment ion the d i rect involvement of 
Civ i l  Rights organ isat ions and veterans themselves. 

1 968. That s logan can 

i n  tu rn  be l i n ked back 

to the 18th century 

abo l i t i on i st s logan 

'am I not a man and a 
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woman?' .  
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The key to th is  encounter is the s imp le  fact that the 49 A s imp l e  measure 

h istoric ga ins of the Civ i l  R ights Movement fai led to 
improve the l ives of most b lack Americans. Today racial 
d isparit ies in  i ncome, wealth ,  school ing ,  unemployment 
and i nfant mortal ity are as high as ever. Segregat ion 
persists. Lynch ing and second class cit izensh ip  have 
been replaced by mass i ncarcerat ion .  The fight against 
a New J im  Crow wou ld  thus seem to requ i re the kind 
of movement that overth rew the O ld .  But someth ing 
fundamental has changed and therefore troubles th is  
project : a smal l  fract ion of  African Americans reaped 
s ign ificant benefits from the end of de Jure d iscr imina­
tion. I n  1 960 ,  1 i n  1 7  b lack Americans were i n  the top 
qu i nt i le  of earners ; today that number is  1 i n  10 (for 
wh ites it is 1 in 6). Inequal ity in wealth and income has 
risen s ign ificantly among African Americans, such that 
today it is much h igher than among whites.49 

For some Marxists, the part ic ipat ion of the b lack midd le 
class in  anti-racist movements is  seen as a s ign of the i r  

i s  the rat io  o f  top  

to bottom i ncome 

q u i nt i les  with i n  the 

b lack popu lat ion .  In  

1966 th i s  was 8-4 (the 

r ichest 20% blacks 

had about 8 t imes the 

i n come of the bottom 

20%) ; by 1996 i t  had 

doub led  to 17 The 

correspond i n g  f ig­

u res for wh ites were 

6.2 and 10 .  Cec i l i a  

Conrad et  a l . ,  African 

Americans in the us  

Economy (Rowman 

and L i tt l efi e ld  2006), 

pp. 1 20-124.  

l im ited,  c lass-co l laborat ion ist character. When such 50 See,  e .g . ,  Ado lph  

people become leaders it is  often assumed they wi l l  
attend only to the i r  own interests, and betray the b lack 
pro letariat. 50 It is  true, as such crit ics point out, that 
the i nst itut ional and pol it ical legacy of Civ i l  R ights has 
more or less been monopol ised by wealth ier b lacks.51 

However, these crit iques tend to run up  against notori­
ous problems with defin i ng  the m idd le class, problems 
that are part icu larly acute when it comes to the b lack 
middle class. I n  American pol it ical ideology "the midd le 

Reed J r. ,  ' B lack Par-

t i cu lar ity Recons id ­

ered' ,  Te/os 39 ,  1979; 

Keeanga-Yamahtta 

Tay lor, ' Race, c lass 

and M arxism ', Social-

ist Worker, 4 January 

201 1 .  

class" consists of everyone except the poorest mem- 51  F o r  examp le ,  affi rma-

bers of society. For mainstream sociology it is the centre t ive act ion  has been 

of a spectrum of income or  wealth ,  a variously wider 
or narrower range around the median.  Weberians add 
certain status markers to the defi n it ion ,  such as super­
visory roles i n  the workplace, "white col lar" professions, 
or col lege educat ion .  F inal ly, Marxists tend to s imply 
add, i n  an ad hoc manner, the mainstream or  Weberian 
defi n it ions to a two-class model based on ownersh ip  

Brown v. Ferguson 

large ly restr icted 

to wh ite co l la r  

p rofess ions  and e l i te 

u n ivers i t ies .  C .f. the 

1978 ' Bakke' strugg le  

over quotas i n  med i ­

ca l  schoo ls .  
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or non-ownersh ip  of the means of product ion. None of 52 13% of b lack  em-

these approaches provide us with a consistent class 
subject bearing a coherent set of i nterests. 

These problems of defin it ion are ampl ified with the black 
midd le class. We know that there has been an inf lux 
of black people,  women i n  part icu lar, i nto "wh ite col­
lar" professions, but this occurred j ust when much of 
the h igher status associated with this work was being 
stripped away.52 We know that many more b lack peo­

ple today have a college educat ion ,  but also that the 
value of a col lege educat ion has fal len sharply i n  recent 
decades. (One m ight reasonably surm ise that these 
th ings may be connected . . .  ) The transformation i n  the 
i ncome d istribut ion ,  both between b lacks and wh ites 
and among b lacks, thus  seems  more reveal i ng  than 
these Weberian measures. However, the r is ing incomes 
experienced by certa in fami l ies since the 1 960s have 
not always been du rable.  The i ntergenerat ional trans­
m ission of wealth is  less assured for African Americans, 
whose h istorical exc lus ion from real estate markets 
has meant that m idd le  i ncome earners typical ly pos­
sess much less wealth than wh ite households i n  the 
same income range. As a resu lt ,  those born i nto midd le 
income fami l ies are more l i kely than wh ites to make less 
money than the i r  parents. 53 Downward mob i l ity was 
ampl ified by the recent crisis, which negatively affected 
b lack wealth much more than wh ite.54 

p loyees were 'wh ite 

co l lar' in 1967, 40% i n  

1984 a n d  51% i n  2010 

(compared to 62% of 

wh ites) . Bart Land ry, 

'The Evo lu t ion  of the 

New B lack M i dd l e  

C lass' ,  Annual Review 

of Sociology 37, 

no . 1 ,  2011 .  

53  Of  those born i nto 

the bottom q u i nt i l e ,  

over  go% of both 

b l acks and wh ites 

earned more than 

the i r  parents ,  but  on ly 

66% of b lacks born 

i n  the second q u i nt i l e  

s u rpass the i r  parents' 

i n come,  compared 

with 89% of wh ites .  

Pew Trusts ,  ' Pu rsu i n g  

the Amer ican D ream:  

Econom ic  mob i l ity 

across generati ons', 

g J u ly 2012 

Partly because avai lable measures of social structu re 54 From 2005 to 2009, 

are so shaped by th is not ion,  part ly because there really the average b lack 

are strata whose most sal ient structural trait i s  the i r  
fal l i ng  - however vag uely - between  true e l ites and 
those unambiguously ident if iable as poor, it is  impos­
sible to do away with the concept of the "m idd le class" .  
Here ,  and in  what fo l lows, we use "m idd le class" i n  the 
mainstream sense, to mean middle i ncome earners. But 
one must remain on guard about the ambigu it ies and 
potent ia l  traps l u rk ing i n  th is term. I n  the case of the 

Endnotes 4 

househo ld ' s  wealth 

fe l l  by more than ha l f, 

to $5,677, wh i l e  wh ite 

househo ld  wealth fe l l  

on ly  16% to $1 13, 149. 

Rakesh Kochhar et 

al, '20 to 1: Wealth 
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"b lack m idd le class" the fundamental problem is that it 
tends to conflate two d i fferent layers : ( 1 ) those who 
made it i nto stable b lue-col lar or  publ ic sector profes­
sions, and who thus ach ieved a l ittle housing equ ity, but 
who general ly l ive close to the ghetto, are a paycheck 
away from bankruptcy, and got fucked by the subpr ime 

H i g hs Between 

Wh ites ,  B lacks and 

H i s pan i cs' ,  Pew So­

cial & Demograph i c  

Trends  201 1 .  

cris i s ;  and (2)  a smal ler petit-bourgeois and bourgeois 55 A l i c i a  Garza, co-

layer that made it into midd le-management positions or 
operated the i r  own companies,  who moved into the i r  
own el ite suburbs, and who are now able to reproduce 
their class posit ion .  

Many of the new act ivist leaders fal l  i nto one or another 
of these layers. 55 This in  itself is nothing new. The old 
Civi l  Rights leaders also tended to come from the "black 
el i te" .  Yet that e l ite was relatively closer to the b lack 
proletariat in income and wealth, and was condemned 
by J i m  Crow to l ive a longs ide them and share the i r  
fate. It consisted of  re l ig ious and pol it ical leaders, as 
we l l  as professionals ,  shopkeepers, and manufactu r­
ers who monopol ised racial ly segmented markets - the 

"ghetto bourgeois ie" .  Although many helped to bui ld J im 
Crow segregation, act ing as "race managers" ,  they also 
had an interest in  overcoming the barriers that denied 
them and their  ch i ldren access to the best schools and 
careers, and thus i n  the Civ i l  R ights Movement they 
adopted the ro le of " race leaders" ,  taking it as their task 
to " raise up" the race as a whole. 56 

The new act iv ists d isti ngu ish themselves from the pre­
v ious generation  a long techno log ica l ,  i ntersect iona l  
and organisat ional l i nes. They are susp ic ious of top­
down organ is ing models and charismatic male leaders. 

founder  of the 

B lack L ives M atter 

network, g rew up i n  

pred om i nant ly wh ite 

Mar i n  County, CA, 

where the med ian  

househo ld  i ncome 

i s  over  $100,000. 

DeRay McKesson ,  by 

contrast, g rew up i n  a 

poor ne i ghbou rhood 

of Ba l t imore .  Yet he 

earnt  a s i x-fi g u re sa l­

ary as the d i rector of 

h uman cap ita l  for the 

M i nneapo l i s  Schoo l  

D i str ict ,  where he  

deve loped a reputa­

t ion for ruth lessness 

i n  f i r i ng  teachers .  Jay 

Casp ian Kang ,  'Ou r  

Demand I s  S imple :  

Stop K i l l i ng  Us ', 

New York Times, 4 

M ay 2015 .  

But th is is  less a reject ion of leadersh ip  per se than a 56 On the h i story of 

reflect ion of the fact that - in  an age of social media ' race management' , 

n iches - almost anyone can now stake a c la im to race see Kenneth w. 

leadersh ip ,  to b roker some imag inary const ituency. 
They strain against the h ierarch ical structures of trad i ­
t iona l  NGOs, although many are staff members thereof. 

Brown v. Ferguson 

Warren ,  'Race to 

Nowhere', Jacobin 18 ,  

summer 2015.  
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They ident ify more with the insp i r ing pr ison break of 57 Many are from e l ite 

Assata Shakur than with the careful beh ind-the-scenes 
coal it ion-bu i ld ing of Bayard Ruskin .  They want to shake 
off these stu ltify ing mediat ions in a way that a l igns them 
with the younger, more dynam ic Ferguson r ioters, and 
social media seems to g ive them that chance. 

But despite their good intent ions and rad ical self- image, 
and despite the real un ity that Ferguson seemed to offer, 
d ifferences between the new generation of race leaders 

u n ivers i t ies ,  i n c l ud i ng  

Ny l e  Fort a t  Pr ince­

ton ,  and the B lack 

Ivy Coal i t ion .  DeRay 

McKesson ,  a l um of 

an e l ite Ma ine  l i beral  

arts col lege, was re­

cent ly h i red by Yale .  

and the previous one only rei nforce the gap between 58 Patri ck  Sharkey, 

the activ ists and those they hope to represent. Those 'Spat ia l  segmentat ion 

d ifferences can be descr ibed along three axes :  and the b lack  m idd l e  

Fi rstly, most of  the activ ists are col lege-educated. And 
u n l i ke the prev ious generation  they have not been 
restricted to a l l -b lack col leges. 57 Th is doesn ' t  mean 

c lass' ,  American 

Journal of Sociology 

1 19 ,  no.  4, 2014. 

they are guaranteed wel l -paid jobs, far from it .  But it 59 Karyn Lacy descr ibes 

does mean that they have a cultural experience to which 
very few people from poor neighbourhoods in  Ferguson 
or Balt imore have access:  they have i nteracted with 
many wh ite people who are not paid to control them, 
and they wi l l  typical ly have had some exper ience of 
the trep id ,  caut ious dance of campus-based identity 
pol it ics, as wel l  as the (often unwanted) advances of 

"white a l l ies" .  Thus although their  act iv ism isn 't  always 
d i rected at wh ite l iberals ,  the i r  socia l  and techn ical 
ab i l it ies i n  th is  respect often exceed those of ski l l ed 
med ia-man ipu lators l i ke Sharpton. 

2 Second ly, u n l i ke the prev ious generat ion ,  many of 

the 'excl us ionary 

boundary work' with 

which the b lack 

m idd le  c lass d i st i n ­

g u i shes  i t se l f  from 

the b lack poor in the 

eyes of wh i te author­

ity f ig u res .  Blue Chip 

Black: Race, Class, 

and Sta tus in the New 

Black Middle Class 

(uc Press 2007). 

them did not themselves g row up in  the ghetto. Th is is 60 Today wh ite men with 

perhaps the single b iggest legacy of the Civ i l  R ights no  h i ghschoo l  educa-

Movement :  the abi l ity to move to the suburbs, for those tion are i n carcerated 

who cou ld afford it. In 1 970,  5 80/o of the black m id - a t  three t i m e s  the 

die class l ived i n  poor majority-b lack ne ighbourhoods ;  rate o f  b l a c k  m e n  

today the same percentage l ive i n  wealth ier majority- with a co l lege educa-

white ne ighbourhoods, mostly in the suburbs. 58 Th is t ion .  Western ,  Punish-

means that they have much less personal experience of ment and Inequality. 
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crime. Of course, they sti l l  experience racist pol ic ing, are 61 On the g row i ng  gap 

stopped by cops far more than wh ites and are subject between pro l etar-

to al l  manner of humi l iat ions and ind ign it ies, but they are 
much less l i kely to be th rown in ja i l  or ki l led. 59 I ndeed 
the l i ke l i hood of end ing up  i n  ja i l  has fal len stead i ly for 
the b lack midd le class s i nce the 1 970s even as it has 
skyrocketed for the poor, both b lack and wh ite. 60 

3 Final ly, and perhaps most s ign ificantly, act iv ism is for 
them, un l i ke the prev ious generat ion ,  i n  many cases a 
professional option .  Today an expectat ion of " race lead­
ersh ip"  is no longer part of the upbr ing ing of the b lack 
e l ite. Identif icat ion with the vict ims of pol ice v io lence 
is genera l ly a matter of e lective sympathy among those 
who choose to become act ivists, and of course many 
do not make that choice. 6 1 But for those who do,  tra­
d it ional civi l service jobs and vol untary work have been 

i an and m i dd l e  c lass 

b lack i dent ity, see 

Ytasha L .  Womack, 

Post Black: How 

a New Genera­

tion is Redefining 

African American 

Identity (Ch icago 

Review Press 2010) ;  

Tou re ,  Who's Afraid 

of Post-Blackness?: 

Wha t  It Means to 

Be Black Now (Free 

Press 2011) .  

replaced by career opportun it ies i n  a professional ised 62 See e.g . ,  Obama's 

non-profit sector. These jobs are often temporary, a l low- stint in a c h u rch-

i ng col lege g raduates to "g ive back" before moving on 
to better th ings.62 DeRay McKesson, before he became 
the face of the new activism ,  had been an ambassa-
dor for Teach for America, an organisat ion that recruits 

based com m u n ity 

organ isation  on Ch i ­

cago's Sou th  S i de .  

el ite co l lege g raduates to spend two years teach ing 63 DeRay i s  no t  the on l y  

i n  poor inner-city schools, often as part of a strategy 
to promote charter schools and bust local teacher 's 
un ions.63 I n  general the "commun ity organ is ing"  NGOs, 
whether they are primari ly rel ig ious or pol it ical , are often 
funded by large fou ndations such as Ford , Rockefel ler 
and George Soros'  Open Society. An i ntegral aspect 
of the privatisation of the American welfare state, they 
can also function as "astroturf" : supposedly g rassroots 
pol it ical movements that are actual ly fronts for lobby 
g roups (e .g .  school reform) and the Democrats. 

Thus ,  in the aftermath of Ferguson ,  a long with the i n ­
f lux o f  act iv ists from around the  country there came an 
i nf lux of do l lars. Wh i lst exist ing non-profits competed 
to recruit local act ivists, foundat ions competed to fund 

Brown v .  Ferguson 

Teach for Amer ica 

(TFA) leader i nvolved.  

C E O  M att Kramer 

showed u p  at the Fer­

g uson protests, and 

Br i ttany Packnett ,  ex­

ecut ive d i rector of St. 

Lou i s  TFA, l aunched 

Campa ign  Zero a long  

with DeRay and Net­

ta. Anya Kamenetz, 

'A # B lacklives M at­

ter Leader At Teach 

For Amer ica', NPR, 

12 M ay 201 5 .  
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new non-profits, p icking winners.64 Netta was i n it ia l ly 64 The Open Soc iety 

recru ited by Amnesty Internat ional ,  and she and DeRay Fou ndation  c la imed 

would set up  Campaign Zero with backing from Open 
Society. 65 Subsequently DeRay gave up  h is  s ix-figu re 
salary to "focus  on act iv ism fu l l  t ime" . 66  Some local 
act iv ists were not so lucky. Many lost their jobs and 
became dependent on smal l ,  crowd-funded donat ions.  
I n  January 201 5 Bassem Masri , who l ivestreamed many 
of the or ig inal protests, was outed by a rival l ivestreamer 
as an ex-j unkie .67 

R E F O R M  R I OTS 

On 1 8  August M issour i  Governor Jay N ixon cal led i n  
the  National G uard to enforce the  cu rfew. Two days 
later Attorney General Eric Ho lder  t raveled to Fergu­
son,  where he met with res idents and B rown's fam i ly. 
In nearby Clayton, a grand j u ry began hearing evidence 

to have ' i nvested $2.5 

m i l l i on  to s upport 

front l i n e  commun ity 

groups i n  Ferg uson '  

i n c l u d i ng  O rgan iza­

tion for B lack Strug­

g l e  and M i ssour ians  

O rgan i z i ng  for  

Reform and Em pow­

erment .  See 'Hea l i ng  

the Wounds  i n  

Ferg uson a n d  Staten 

I s l and ', Open Soc iety 

Foundat ions  b log ,  19 

December 2014. 

to determ ine whether Wi lson shou ld be charged. On 65 Darren Sands, 'The 

23 August at least 2 ,500 tu rned out for a Staten Island 
Garner demonstrat ion ,  led by Sharpton ,  with chants of 
" I  can't breathe" ,  and "hands up, don't shoot" , picking 
up  the meme from Ferguson.  A g roup  cal led J ustice 
League NYC, affi l i ated with Harry Belafonte, demanded 
the fi r ing of Officer Pantaleo and the appointment of a 
special prosecutor. The next day, B rown 's funeral in St. 
Lou is  was attended by 4 ,500 ,  inc lud ing not only the 

Success And Contra-

versy Of  #Cam-

pa ignZero And Its 

Successfu l ,  Contra-

vers ia l  Leader, DeRay 

Mckesson ', Buzzfeed, 

14  Sept 2015 .  

ub iqu itous Sharpton and Jackson, and Trayvon Mart in 's 66 DeRay a lso s i ts on  

fam i ly, but also White House representatives, Mart in  the board o f  J ust ice 

Luther King 1 1 1 ,  and a he lp ing of celebr it ies :  Sp ike Lee, 
D iddy, and Snoop Dogg. I n  the name of Brown 's par­
ents, Sharpton's eu logy d isparaged r iot ing : 

M ichael Brown does not want to be remembered for 
a riot. He wants to be remembered as the one who 
made America deal with how we are go ing to pol ice 
in  the Un ited States. 

Endnotes 4 

Together, a new 

non-profit ded icated 
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But these were , of course, not mutual ly exclus ive, as the 
h istory of riot-driven reform testifies. Wh i le  riots gener­
al ly consol idate reaction against a movement - with the 
usual pund its baying for pun it ive measures, whi le others 

Bosses' ,  The Rancid 

Honeytrap, 25 J u n e  

2015.  

jostle to conju re from the events a more reasonable, law- &7 This appears to have 

abid ing "commun ity" with themselves at its head - they been mot ivated by 

also tend to shake the state into remed ial act ion .  Only 
days later the Justice Department announced an enquiry 
i nto pol ic ing in Ferguson.  Shortly after, large-scale re­
forms to Ferguson's pol it ical and legal inst itut ions were 
announced.  By the end of September  the Ferguson 
pol ice chief had pub l icly apolog ised to the Brown fam­
i ly, who were also i nvited to the Congress ional B lack 
Caucus convention ,  where Obama spoke on race. From 
the s ing le nat ional commun ity invoked against the im­
med iate impact of r ioti ng ,  he aga in ceded s ign ificant 
ground to the part icu larity of racial quest ions, speaking 
of the "unf in ished work" of Civ i l  Rights, whi le s imu ltane­
ously present ing this as an issue for "most Americans" .  

Unrest was sti l l  ongoing through September, overstretch­
ing Ferguson's pol ice force, who would soon be replaced 
again ,  th is  t ime by St. Lou is County pol ice. With the 
th ickets of organ isat ions and professional act ivists on 
the ground,  other, more theatrical and non-violent forms 
of act ion were now tend ing to replace the commun ity 
riot, such as the 6 October interrupt ion of a St. Louis 
classical concert with the old Depression-era class strug­
gle hymn "Which side are you on?" .  On the same day 
a federal judge ruled on the s ide of peacefu l  activists 
and against pol ice, over whether demonstrat ions could 
be requ i red to "keep moving " .  Meanwhi le ,  Er ic Holder 
announced a general Department of J ust ice review of 
po l ice tact ics,  and from 9 October Senate heari ngs 
began on the quest ion of  m i l itarised po l ic ing .  Ferguson 
act ions stretched on through October, under the aeg is 
of many d ifferent groups,  inc lud ing " Hands U p  Un ited" ,  
which had been formed local ly after Brown's death, whi le 
more protesters ro l led in  from around the country. 

Brown v. Ferguson 

com pet it ion over po­

tent ia l  f unders .  Sarah 

Kenz ior, ' Ferg uson 

I nc. ' ,  Politico Maga­

zine, 4 M arch 2015 .  
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G R I DLOCK 

Elsewhere,  demonstrations for John  Crawford were 68 I n  the us ,  a G rand 

ongo ing ,  with the occupation of the po l ice stat ion J u ry p lays a f i l te r i ng  

i n  Beavercreek, Ohio, and ral l ies at the O hio state­
house. Out of these, a draft "John Crawford Law" was 
to emerge, a bold bit of leg is lat ion requ i r ing toy guns 
so ld  in Oh io  to be identifiably marked as toys. After a l l ,  
Oh io po l ice did seem to have a pecu l iar d ifficu lty with 
d ifferentiat ing toys from real weapons - at least when 
in the hands of b lack people - for another name was 
soon to be added to the l ist : Tamir Rice, 1 2, shot and 
k i l led i n  Cleve land ,  Oh io  on  23  November 201 4 by 
pol ice officer Timothy A. Loehmann whi le p laying with 
what the 9 1 1 cal ler had al ready identified as a toy. Two 
days later, Tam i r  Rice protesters would br ing gr id lock 
to downtown Cleveland. 

I n  mid -November, as the Grand J u ry decision on  
Brown 's kil ler  drew near, M issouri Governor Jay N ixon 
had once again declared a state of emergency, bring­
ing in  the National Guard in anticipat ion of the usual 
non- ind ictment and a new round of riot ing .  68 On 24 
November these expectations were fulfi l led. As the non­
ind ictment was announced, Michael Brown's mother 
was caught on camera yel l i ng  "They' re wrong ! Every­
body wants me to be calm .  Do you know how those 
bu l lets h it my son?" .  As she broke down in  gr ief, her 
partner, weari ng a sh i rt with " I  am Mike Brown" written 
down the back, hugged and supported her for a while, 
before tu rning to the crowd , clearly bo i l i ng over with 
anger, to yel l  repeatedly "burn this bitch down ! " ;  if M ike 
Brown 's l ife mattered litt le to the state, it might at least 
be made to. As looting and gunshots ratt led around 

r o l e  i n  re lat ion to  nor­

mal  court proceed­

i ngs ,  determ i n i n g  in 

secret whether c r im i -

na l  charges shou ld  be 

brought .  They are led 

by a prosecutor, and 

the defence presents 

no case. The lack 

of accou ntab i l ity 

here makes them a 

preferred opt ion i n  

these sorts o f  c i rcum­

stances.  A lthough  

under  no rma l  c i rcum­

stances the absence 

of defence typ ica l l y  

i n creases the l i ke l i ­

hood of i n d ictment ,  i f  

the prosecutor who 

leads the j u ry i s  h im ­

se l f  re l uctant to  i n d i ct 

(due  to i nst i tut iona l  

t ies  with the po l i ce), 

then non- i nd i ctments 

are more or  less 

g uaranteed ,  and can 

always be blamed on 

the G rand J u ry i tse l f. 

the Ferguson and St. Louis area, protests ign ited in 69 See, e .g . ,  ' Presbyte-

New York, Sanford , Cleveland ,  Los Angeles, Seatt le ,  r ian Chu rch Stated 

Washington and on - reported ly 1 70 cities, many using 
the tact ic of obstruct ing traffic. After a "die- in"  and rov­
ing traffic-blocking in the perenn ial act ivist hotspot of 
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dec i s ion' , pcusa .org ,  
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Oakland ,  riots spread , with loot ing ,  fi res set, windows 
smashed. In the m idst of the nat ional un rest, church 
g roups made intervent ions crit ic is ing the Grand J u ry 
dec is ion and support i ng  peaceful demonstrat ions .  
Ferguson churches brought a newly rel ig ious twist to  
activist "safe spaces" d iscourses, offering themselves as 

"sacred spaces" for the protect ion of demonstrators.69 

In the fo l lowing days, as the National Guard presence 
in Ferguson swe l led ,  demonstrat ions were ongo ing  
across the country - and beyond .  O uts ide a thor­
oughly bulwarked us Embassy in London, around 5 ,000 
assembled i n  the dank autumn even ing of 27 Novem­
ber for a B lack Lives Matter demonstrat ion ,  before this 

24 Nov 2014:  'We 

cal l the chu rch  to 

p ray that God w i l l  

g i ve us  the cou rage 

and strength to have 

honest  conversat ions  

about race where we 

l i ve, work ,  and wor­

sh i p .  We p ray for safe 

s paces in Ferguson 

and i n  a l l  com m u n i -

t i e s  f o r  peop le  to 

vo ice the i r  v iews. '  

precip itated i n  a rov ing " hands up, don 't shoot" act ion 70 For an account  of the 

down Oxford Street and confrontat ions with cops in Duggan case, and 

Parl iament Square - an event that d rew l i nks between 
Brown and Tottenham's Mark Duggan ,  whose own 
death had ign ited Eng land 's 201 1 r iot wave.70 I n  cit­
ies across Canada, too, there were Ferguson so l idarity 
act ions.7 1 On 1 December Obama i nvited "c iv i l  r ights 
activists" to the Wh ite House to talk, whi le the St. Lou is 

the r iot wave that 

fo l lowed it ,  see 'A 

R i s i ng  T ide  L i fts A l l  

Boats' ,  Endnotes 3, 

September  2013.  

Rams associated themselves with the Brown cause, 71 Ear ly on ,  Palest i n i ans  

walking onto the f ie ld hands-up. had sent messages 

Then on 3 December 201 4 came the second Grand 
J u ry non- i nd ictment i n  j ust over a week :  the officer 
whose chokehold had ki l led Eric Garner, i n  fu l l  v is ion 
of the country at large,  predictably c leared of wrong­
do ing .  Cops,  of course, are a lmost never charged for 
such th ings ,  and are even less l i kely to be convicted , 
in the us or e lsewhere ; the executors of state v io lence 
cannot l iteral ly be held to the same standards as the cit­
izenry they pol ice, even though their  cred ib i l ity depends 
upon the impression that they are. Due process wil l  be 
performed,  stretched out if poss ib le  unt i l  anger has 
subsided, unt i l  the inevitable exonerat ion ; only in  the 
most b latant or  extreme cases wi l l  i nd iv idual  officers 
be sacrificed on the altar of the pol ice force's general 

Brown v. Ferguson 

of so l i dar ity with 

Ferg uson ,  i n c l u d i ng  

t i ps  f o r  deal i n g  with 

r iot po l i ce - an echo 

of the i nternat iona l  

l i n kages that had 

once characte r ised 

the B lack Power 

movement .  In Apr i l ,  

as Balt imore was  re­

cover i ng  from its own 

r iot wave, Eth i op ian 

I s rae l i s  wou ld  a lso 

d raw connect ions 

between the i r  own 
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legit imacy. Nonetheless, it seems in some ways remark­
able that such petrol would be poured with such t im ing ,  
on fires that were al ready rag ing .72 

The fo l lowing day thousands protested i n  New York 
City, with roving demonstrat ions blocking roads, around 
the Staten Is land site of the k i l l ing ,  a long the length of 
Manhattan , chant ing " I  can't breathe.  I can't  breathe" .  
D ie- ins happened in Grand Central Stat ion,  m irrored on 
the other s ide of the country in  the Bay Area. Sign ificant 
act ions were happen ing almost every day now, typically 
called on  Facebook o r  Twitter, with g roups b locki ng  
traffic in  one corner o f  a c ity receiv ing l ive updates of 

strugg les  aga inst po­

l ice v io lence and the 

B l ack  L ives M atter 

movement, u s i ng  the 

'hands up, don't s hoot' 

meme.  See Ben 

Norton ,  ' Ba l t imore 

Is Here' :  Eth i op ian 

I s rae l i s  protest po l i ce  

bruta l i ty i n  Jerusa­

lem', Mondoweiss, 1 

M ay 2015 .  

groups i n  many other areas, sometimes runn ing  i nto 72 The prosecutor who 

them with g reat de l ight .  I n  the coastal cit ies the recent s uperv ised the grand 

experience of Occupy lent a certain faci l ity to spontane­
ous demonstrat ion .  Pol ice appeared overwhelmed, but 
i n  many cases they had been instructed to ho ld back 
for fear of fann ing the f lames. 

Then on  1 3 December large scale demonstrat ions 
were ca l led i n  various cit ies : New York, Wash ington ,  
Oakland ,  Ch icago. The Wash ington demo was lead 
by the inevitable Sharpton ,  and the Garner and Brown 
fam i l ies ,  though speakers were d isrupted by young 
Ferguson activ ists - further s ign of  a rift. Tens of  thou­
sands came out i n  New York, but th is  was a trad it ional 
stewarded march , the energy of the p rev ious weeks 
either contained or spent. A few days later, two Brook­

j u ry i nvest ig at ion ,  

Dan ie l  Donovan,  was 

s ubsequent ly e lected 

to represent Staten 

Is land ,  a borough  

heav i l y  popu lated 

with po l i ce  officers ,  

i n  the U n ited States 

Congress .  The 

c ity l ater sett led a 

wrongfu l -death c la im 

by  pay i ng  $5 .9  m i l l i o n  

to G arner 's fam i ly. 

lyn cops were executed by lsmaaiyl B rins ley ostensib ly 73 Th is ,  as well as the 

i n  revenge for Garner and Brown, with the pol ice un ion 
blam ing the left- lean ing  Mayor, B i l l  de B las io ,  for  tak­
ing a soft l i ne  on the protestors.73 Meanwh i le Obama 
announced a further inst itut ional response : a commis­
s ion on  po l ice reform,  "Task Force on  2 1 st Century 
Pol ic ing"  to "exam ine how to strengthen pub l ic  trust 
and foster strong  re lat ionsh ips  between local l aw 
enforcement and the commun it ies that they protect, 
while also promoting effective crime reduction ." 

Endnotes 4 

su bsequent  ' po l i ce 

str i ke', tu rned out  

to be an open i ng  

gamb i t  i n  contractua l  

negot iat ions  between 

the c ity and the Pa­

trol men's Benevo lent  

Assoc iat i on .  
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Whi le unrest s immered down in the cold winter months, 
it was not extingu ished. I n  early January 201 5 a smal l  
camp was formed outside the LAPD headquarters, pub l i ­
c ised with both #OccupyLAPD and #BlacklivesMatter 
hashtags, to protest the k i l l i ng of Eze l l  Ford , a mental ly­
i l l  25-year-old who had been shot by LA pol ice in 201 4,  
and whose death had a l ready formed the focus of 
several demonstrat ions.  I n  February Black Lives Mat­
ter memes were going strong in  celebrity c i rcles, with 
Beyonce's and Common's backing dancers and Pharre l l  
Wi l l iams a l l  perform ing " hands up ,  don ' t  shoot" ges­
tures at the Grammys. Such celebrity involvement has 
been another remarkable aspect of a wave of strugg les 
characterised by some forms of act ion that must hor­
rify pol ite American society - from the November 201 3 
Trayvon fundraiser that Jamie Foxx th rew in h i s  own 
home, to Snoop Dogg's associat ions with the Brown 
and Davis fam i l ies, to Beyonce and Jay-Z's bai l i ng-out 
of Ferguson and Balt imore protesters, to Prince's 201 5 

" ral ly4peace" and protest song,  "Balt imore" .  

I n  ear ly  March came the Department of J ust ice 
announcement that Darren Wi lson would not be 
charged at  the federal level for  c iv i l  r ights v io lat ions i n  
t he  shooting  o f  Brown , c it ing a lack o f  evidence. But 
th is was in  concert with more carrot proffer ing,  presum­
ably in  anticipat ion of further unrest : on the same day, 
the same department issued a damn ing report on the 
racial b ias of pol ic ing i n  Ferguson,  evidenced in  emai ls 
contain i ng  racist abuse and a systematic use of traf­
fic v io lat ions to boost state coffers. The local pol ice 
chief would res ign with i n  days. The i n it ia l fi nd ings of 
the "Task Force on 2 1 st Century Pol ic ing"  were a lso 
released the same day, to further under l ine prospects 
for reform - and, by imp l icat ion ,  the efficacy of riot i n  
ach iev ing th is .  But the next day r iot less C leveland 's 
legal fi l i ngs managed to blame 1 2-year-old Tam i r  Rice 
for his own shoot ing ,  someth ing  on  which the c ity 
was qu ickly to backtrack after the scandal broke. I n  
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Ferguson, protests cont inued,  in the context of which a 
further two cops were shot, though not k i l led, leading to 
demonstrations of support for pol ice and confrontations 
between pro- and ant i-pol ice act ions.  

R O U G H  R I D E  

Then t h e  beg i nn i ng  o f  Apr i l  added another n a m e  to 74 ' Rough  r ide ' :  a 

the l ist :  Walter Scott, 50 ,  shot and k i l led wh i le  flee ing ,  po l i ce  tech n i que  for 

by pol ice officer M ichael Slager, i n  North Charleston,  
South Caro l i na. This was another case caught on cam­
era - footage soon released with the assistance of a 
B lack Lives Matter act ivist. When Anthony Scott saw 
the video he echoed Brown 's fr iend Dorian Johnson in 
remarki ng "I thought that my brother was gunned down 
l i ke an an imal �' Murder charges were brought against 
Slager with in days, as act ivists arrived on the scene and 
smal l  Walter Scott demonstrat ions kicked in  at North 
Charleston 's City Hal l .  L ike Ren isha McBride's ,  Scott's 
fam i ly seem to have in it ia l ly resisted his incorporat ion 
into the chain of deceased and the associated media 
spectacle .  Nonethe less, the story had soon made the 
cover of Time magazine ,  photos of Scott's b latant mur­
der deployed on a blacked-out cover under a large bold 
type " B LACK LIVES MATIER" .  And another b last of 
oxygen would soon h i t  the movement's st i l l  smoulder ing 
embers :  the day after Scott's funeral ,  Balt imore pol ice 
arrested Fredd ie Gray, 25 ,  and took h im for a " rough 
r ide"  i n  the back of  a po l ice van , i n  the course of  wh ich 
h is  neck was broken .74 

Dur ing G ray's subsequent days of coma, before h i s  
1 9  Apr i l  death ,  demonstrat ions had al ready started in  
front of  the Western Distr ict pol ice stat ion .  On 25 Apri l  
B lack Lives Matter protests h it downtown Balt imore,  
br ing ing the fi rst s igns of the un rest to come.75 The 27 
Apri l  funera l ,  l i ke Brown's, was attended by thousands, 
inc lud ing White House representatives, the Garner fam­
i ly, "c iv i l  r ights leaders" etc. A confrontat ion between 

Endnotes 4 

i nf l i c t i ng v io lence on  

arrestees i n d i rect ly, 

throug h  the move­

ments of a veh ic le ,  

thus  remov i ng  them 

from the cu l pab i l -

i t y  of more  d i rect 

agg ress ion .  Manny 

Fernandez ,  ' Fredd i e  

G ray's I nj u ry and the 

Po l i ce "Rough R ide", 

New York Times, 30 

Apr i l  2015 .  

75 Wh ite O r io l es '  fans 

party i ng  outs ide the 

stad i u m  c lashed with 

demonstrators, po l i ce  

i ntervened v io lent ly, 

and a 7-1 1 was l ooted .  
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cops and teenagers outside Balt imore 's Mondawmin 76 Pol ice shu t  down the 

Mal l  was the tr igger event for the massive r iot ing that ma l l  in response to 

would now engu l f  Balt imore for days, caus ing an est i- a f lyer  c i rcu lat i ng  on 

mated $9m of damage to property.76 Tweets declared soc ia l  med ia  ca l l i n g  

"a l l  out war  between k ids and po l ice"  and "stra ight  
commun ist savage" .77 A fam i l iar r iot-script fo l lowed : 
cal ls for calm and condemnations of "thugs" ,  a l locat ing 
blame to a selfish m inority and uphold ing peacefu l pro­
test i n  contrast ; the Nat ional Guard called i n ;  a cu rfew 
announced , mass gather ings to clean up the riot area;  
a d isc ip l inarian parent puffed up  into a nat ional hero ine 
after being caught on camera g iv ing her r iot ing ch i ld  a 
c l ip round the ear; suggestions that gangs were behind 
it al l ;  some people spyi ng an i nf lux of outs ide agitators . . .  

But the archetypes th rown by the l ight  of the f lames 
must of course not b l i nd  us  to each riot-wave's spe­
cif ic it ies. I n  the Eng l ish riots early c la ims about gang 
involvement later proved unfounded. In  Balt imore, gangs 
seem to have performed the exact opposite function to 
that cla imed early on. Pol ice had issued warn ings of a 
truce between B loods ,  Gr ips and the B lack Guer i l l a  
Fam i ly w i th  the intent ion of "team ing up" against them.  
But it was soon revealed that the truce, brokered by the 
Nat ion of Is lam,  was i n  fact to suppress the riot. Bloods 

for a ' p u rge '  - a 

ho rror-mov ie refe r­

ence to a day of 

law lessness .  Dozens 

of h igh schoo l  stu­

dents showed u p  for 

th i s ,  but  many more 

were trapped in front 

of the mal l  by po l i ce  

who shut  down the 

buses that were s up­

posed to take them 

home ,  and f i red tear 

gas i nto the gather­

i n g  crowd. J ust in  

Fenton ,  ' Ba l t imore 

r iot i ng  k i cked off with 

rumors of " pu rge" ' ,  

The Baltimore Sun,  27 

Apr i l  2015 .  

and Grips leaders released a video statement asking  77 The 2015 Baltimore 

for calm and peacefu l  protest in the area, and jo ined Uprising: A Teen 

with po l ice and c lergy to enfo rce the curfew. On 28  Epistolary (Research 

Apri l news cameras recorded gang members d ispers ing 
"would-be troub lemakers" at the Security Square Mal l .  78 

HARD TI M ES I N  TH E CITY 

The best image to sum up the unconscious is  Balt i­
more i n  the ear ly morn i ng .-Jacques Lacan 

The s im i lar it ies between Balt imore and St. Lou is are 
stri k ing .  Both have been sh ri n king  for decades as a 
result  of de industrial isat ion ,  with rough ly half the inner  

Brown v .  Ferguson 

and Destroy, New 

York City 2015) . 

78 'Gangs  ca l l  for ca lm in 

Ba l t imore' .  Baltimore 

Sun, 27 Apr i l  2015 ;  

Garrett H aake, 'Gang 

mem bers he lp p re­

vent r iot at Ba l t imore 

ma l l ' . WUSAg, 28 

Apr i l  201 5 .  
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city below the poverty l i ne .  Both were epicenters of 79 Balt i more was the 

state-mandated segregation up  to the 1 970s, and sub- f i rst c i ty to adopt a 

pr ime lend ing in the 2000s.79 And wh i le  i n  most US res i dent ia l  seg rega-

cit ies cr ime rates have fal len sharply s ince the i r  1 990s 
peak, in  St. Louis and Balt imore they have stayed h igh ,  
w i th  both consistently i n  the top ten  fo r  v io lent cr ime 
and homic ide.80 Yet wh i le  trad it ional b lack subu rbs of 
St. Louis ,  such as Kin loch, have been gutted,  those in  
Balt imore have th rived and prol iferated.8 1  Situated at 
the nexus of the wealthy tr i-state sprawl of Maryland, 

t ion ord inance ( i n  

1g 10) .  R ichard Roth-

ste i n ,  ' From Ferg uson 

to Ba l t imore', Eco-

nomic Policy Institute, 

2g Apr i l  2015 .  

Vi rg in ia  and DC, Balt imore's suburbs contai n the largest 80 They a lso share a d i s-

t i nct ive h i story: both 

were border state c i t-

ies  where s lavery had 

a tenuous  footho ld .  

See Barbara F ie lds ,  

Slavery and Freedom 

concentration of the black middle class in the us. Prince 
George's County is the wealth iest majority black county 
in the country, often cited as the qu i ntessential b lack 
midd le class suburb,  and its pol ice force has a special 
reputat ion for brutal ity. 82 I n  his most recent memoir  Ta­
Neh is i  Coates cites h i s  d iscovery of th is  fact as the 
source of h is d i s i l l us ionment  with b lack nat iona l ism.  
Coates' fe l low student at  H oward U n ivers ity, Pr ince 
Jones, was ki l led by a b lack P.G .  County officer who 

on the Middle Ground 

(Yale  1 g85). 

mistook h im  for a burg lary suspect. At the time Coates 81 In 1 970 there were 7 

devoted an art ic le to the quest ions of race and class 
raised by this ki l l i ng : 

census  tracts in the 

Balt imore area that 

were major ity b lack ,  

Usual ly, pol ice brutal ity is framed as a rac ial issue : relat ively wealthy, 

Rodney King suffer ing at the hands of a racist wh ite and far from the 

Los Angeles Pol ice Department or more recently, an concentrated poverty 

unarmed Timothy Thomas, gunned down by a wh ite of the i n ne r  c i ty. In 

Cinc innati cop. But i n  more and more commun it ies, 2000 there were 

the pol ice do ing the brutal is ing are African Ameri- 1 7. Sharkey, 'Spat ia l  

cans, supervised by African-American pol ice ch iefs, segmentat ion  and the 

and answerab le to African-American mayors and b lack  m i dd l e  c lass ' .  

city counci ls .  

I n  t ry i ng  to exp la in why so few showed up for a 
Sharpton- led march in the wake of the Jones shoot ing ,  
Coates pointed out that "affl uent b lack res idents are 
just as l i kely as wh ite ones to th ink  the vict ims of pol ice 
brutal ity have it com ing" .83 

Endnotes 4 

82 P.G .  Cou nty po l i ce  

were among the f i rst 

to descend on Ball i -

more i n  response to 

the r iots .  
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For decades these suburbs have incubated a black 83 Ta-Neh i s i  Coates, 

pol it ical establ ishment :  federal representatives, state ' B lack and B l ue :  Why 

senators, l ieutenant governors, a ldermen, pol ice com­
missioners. Th is is  another legacy of Civ i l  Rights.84 It 
meant, as several commentators have noted, that Bal­
t imore was the fi rst American r iot to be waged against 
a largely b lack power structure.85 Th is was in marked 
contrast to Ferguson , and it raised a sign ificant problem 
for s impl istic attempts to attribute black deaths to pol ice 

does Amer ica's r ich-

est b lack  suburb have 

some of the country's 

most brutal cops?' , 

Washington Monthly, 

J u n e  2001 . 

racism : after a l l ,  th ree of the six cops accused of ki l l i ng  84 I n  1 970 there were 54 

Grey were b lack.86 It seemed, that is ,  that events were b lack leg i s lators in 

start ing to force issues of c lass back onto the agenda. 
B lackness had for a wh i le  presented itself as the so lu­
t ion to a p revious composit ion prob lem,  supp lant ing 
the weakly i ndeterm inate class po l i t ics of the 9 90/o 
with someth ing that seemed to possess a l l  the social 
actual ity that Occupy did not. But j ust as descend ing 
composit ional modu lat ions had produced that change 
of key, they now raised the q uestion of whether the 
new b lack un ity could ho ld along its h i therto extremely 

the u s .  By 2000 there 

were 610.  M ost are 

i n  state houses ,  but  

the B lack Caucus has 

become a powerfu l  

force i n  Congress ,  

w ith over  40 mem-

be rs. 

vertical l i nes. Was class the rock on which race was 85 C u rt is  Price, 'Sa i -

to be wrecked,  or its socia l  root, by which it might be t imore's "F i re Next 

rad ical ised? At this point, the former prospect seemed 
the more l i ke ly. 

LOO KI N G  DOWN 

On 28 Apri l ,  as FBI drones c i rcled the skies over Balt i­
more,  Obama gave h is  statement, interrupting a summit 
with Sh inzo Abe. Th is seemed markedly less scripted 
than those h itherto,  stepp ing g ingerly from phrase to 
phrase, balancing statements of support for pol ice with 
those for the Gray fam i ly ;  noting that peacefu l demon­
strat ions never get as much attention as riots ; fumb l ing 
a descript ion of r ioters as "protesters"- before recog­
nising the faux pas and qu ickly swapping i n  "cr iminals '' ,  
then escalat ing and  overcompensat ing with a racial is­
ing "thugs" ; l i nking Balt imore to Ferguson and locat ing 
the ongoing chain of events i n  "a  s low-ro l l i ng  cr is is" 

Brown v .  Ferguson 

T ime"' ,  Brooklyn 

Rail: Field Notes, 3 

J u n e  2015 .  

86 44% of Ba l t imore's 

po l i ce are b lack ,  

compared to 60% of 

its popu lat ion ,  but  the 

w ider  metropo l i tan 

area from wh ich  

po l i ce  are  recru ited 

i s  30% black. See 

Jeremy Ashkenas ,  

'The Race Gap in  

America's Po l ice De­

partments' , New York 

Times,  8 Apr i l  2015 .  

55 



that had been "go ing on for decades" ; cal l i ng on pol ice 87 ' Remarks by 

un ions not to close ranks and to acknowledge that "th is 
is not good for pol ice" .  

But  most notably, the race contrad ict ion which had 
descr ibed the polar tensions of Obama's rhetoric now 
receded into the background,  whi le the problem over 

Pres ident Obama and 

Pr ime M i n ister Abe of 

Japan i n  Jo i nt Press 

Conference\ Wh ite 

House ,  28 Apr i l  201 5 .  

which "we as a country have to do some soul search ing" 88 ' I t 's t ime  to end  the 

became specif ical ly one of poor blacks, impoverished era of mass i n car-

commun it ies, the absence of formal employment and 
its replacement with the i l l ic it economy, cops cal led in  
merely to contain the problems of  the ghetto ; th is was 
the real problem, though a hard one to solve pol it ical ly.87 

H i l lary Cl inton too was fal l i ng  over herself to express 
an understand ing of core social issues at p lay i n  these 
strugg les.88 The conservat ive Washington Times de­
clared Balt imore's problem to be a matter of c lass, not 

cerat ion ', 29 Apr i l  

2015 ,  speech  avai l -

ab le on  h i l laryc l i nton .  

com.  Even Tea Party 

Repub l i can Ted Cruz 

has jo ined the ant i -

i ncarcerat ion  chorus .  

race, and spoke sympathetical ly of how " residents in  89 Kel lan Howe l l ,  

poorer ne ighbourhoods feel targeted by a po l ice force ' Balt i more r iots 

that treats them unfair ly" . 89 Mainstream opin ion seemed sparked not by race 

to be sh ifti ng ,  with Democrats and Repub l icans trad- but by class tens ions  

i ng shots over Balt imore, wh i le  often tacit ly shar ing the between po l i ce ,  poor ' ,  

premise that the problem was inner-city poverty. The Washington Times, 29 

contrast with the 1 960s was striking : where u ltra- l iberal Apr i l  2015 .  

Johnson once saw black riots as a commun ist p lot ,  now 
the ent ire pol it ical class seemed to agree with the riot- 90 S im i lar ly str i k i ng  i s  

ers '  grievances : b lack l ives d id  indeed matter, and yes, the contrast to the 

ghetto condit ions and i ncarcerat ion were problems.90 react ion  of the Br i t i sh  

state and med ia  to 

As wel l  as the relatively low level of property destruction 
i n  comparison to 60s r iots (see table), the surpr is ing 
degree of e l ite acceptance here m ight  perhaps be 
attr ibuted to the very d ifferent poss ib i l it ies facing these 
two Civi l Rights Movements, o ld and new. Where the 

the 2011 Eng l i sh r iots ,  

which was u n iform ly  

author i tar ian and 

uncom prehend i ng .  

fi rst th reatened substant ia l ly transformative social and 91 See  'A  Statement 

pol it ical effects, chal leng ing structu res of racial oppres­
sion that dated back to Reconstruct ion 's defeat , and 
brought the prospect of dethron ing some racist e l ites 
along the way, the new politics of black un ity seemed to 

Endnotes 4 

from a Comrade and 

Ba l t imore N at ive 

About the Upr i s i ng '  

on  SIC webs ite. 
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LA Detroit Baltimore LA Baltimore 
1 965 1 96 7  1 968 1 99 2  2 0 1 5 

Days or r ioti n g  6 4 6 6 3 

Bu i l d i ngs  looted/burnt 977 2,509 1 ,200 3 ,767 285 

People k i l led 34 43 6 53 0 

Arrests 3,438 7,200 5,800 1 1 ,000 486 

Damage (m i l l i ons  of $) 40 60 1 3 .5 1 00 9.2 

Table:  Impact of selected US riots (source : Wikiped ia) 

be kicking at an open door that led nowhere. Where the 92 For exam p le ,  ' B i g  

fi rst cou ld  offer the prospect of  incorporat ion of  a t  least 
some parts of the black populat ion i nto a growing econ­
omy, the new movement faced a stagnant economy with 
d im in ish ing opportun it ies even for many of those lucky 
enough to have al ready avo ided the ghetto, let a lone 
those stuck in  it .9 1 Aspirat ions to solve these problems 
were good American p ipe d reams, easi ly acceptable 
precisely because it was hard to see what reform might 
actual ly be addressed to them beyond anodyne steps 
such as requ i r ing more pol ice to wear bodycams. 

The exist ing b lack e l ite is  wi l l ing to embrace the "New 
J im Crow" rhetoric as long as it funne ls activ ists i nto 

Brothers B i g  S i sters', 

and Obama's 'My  

B rother 's Keeper '  

i n i t iat ives .  

93 See Anton ia  B l um­

berg and Carol  Kuru­

v i l la ,  ' H ow The B lack 

L ives M atter M ove­

ment Changed The 

Chu rch' ,  Huffington 

Post, 8 Aug ust 2015.  

NG Os and helps to consol idate votes - but always with in  94 Also th is t ime it was 

a frame of paterna l ism and respectab i l i ty, spri n kled 
with Moyn ihan-style invocat ions of the dysfunct ional 
b lack fam i ly. Here lame i n it iatives focus on such th ings 
as mentor ing to improve i nd iv idua l  p rospects, thus 
s idestepping social problems.92 Meanwh i le churches 
funct ion both as substitutes for the welfare state and as 
organs of commun ity representat ion - roles they have 
proved wi l l i ng to embrace and affirm in the context of 
this movement. 93 El ites in Balt imore have capital ised on 
the mood, for example by ind ict ing a l l  the cops i n  the 
Grey case - someth ing that wi l l  win State's Attorney 
Mari lyn J .  Mosby accolades whatever the outcome. But 
it is p robably s ign ificant that the word "thug"  was fi rst 
dep loyed here by those same e l ites - and Obama.94 

Wh i le  people across the spectrum of b lack American 
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society and beyond cou ld easi ly affi rm that a l l  those 
l ives from Trayvon Mart in onwards certain ly d id  matter, 
what could they say to rioters from Balt imore's ghettos? 
Could the th in  un ity of b lack ident ity st i l l  ho ld when the 
st igma of cr imina l ity pushed i tse lf  to the fore? 

G RACE 

On 8 June a pol ice officer on one of the most prom inent 
cases was ind icted : M ichael S lager, for the murder of 
Walter Scott. We might reasonably anticipate that, here, 
fi na l ly, a cop is  l i ke ly to be sacrif iced to the g reater 
legit imacy of the pol ice.  Surely they can hardly do oth­
erwise : th is case seems as clear-cut as they come, and 
any other outcome would be an outr ight admission of 
doub le  standards. But ,  as we've recently seen with 
Randal l  Kerrick - ki l ler of Jonathan Ferre l l  - even c lear­
cut cases typical ly fai l to produce convict ions; much l i ke 
with civi l ian Stand Your  Ground cases, the pol ice officer 
needs only to say that they fe lt "threatened"- even if 
the vict im was unarmed. 

The ce l l  ne ighbour ing S lager 's would soon be occu­
pied by another South Caro l ina man : Dylann Roof, 2 1 , 
execut ioner, on  1 7 J une ,  of 9 b lack churchgoers i n  
Charleston .  H is  was a wh ite supremacist 's reaction to  
t he  post-Trayvon events. With the demand for i nd ict­
ment of cops final ly met (more were to be ind icted over 
the next month ,  i n  Cinc innati) , the react ion to the mas­
sacre appeared muted. No angry protests, only shock 
and g rief. At Roof's pre-trial hearing fam i ly members of 
h is  v ict ims showed up  and pub l icly forgave him. It was 
th is Christian "grace" that gave Obama the opportun ity 
to f inal ly present h imself as a Civi l  Rights president,  at 
the funeral of state senator Reverend Pinckney, who 
had d ied i n  the massacre. The lamb l i ke innocence of 
the v ict ims and the c iv i l  response of the commun ity 
a l lowed h im to invoke an image of b lackness clothed 
in  that most American trad it ion : Christian faith .  
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Appropr iat i ng  the rhetor ical vernacular of the b lack 95 No other states f ly i t ,  

chu rch , he  cou ld f inal ly put aside his equ ivocat ions 
over race and racism : "we' re guard ing against not  just 
racial s l u rs but we ' re also guard ing  against the sub­
t le impulse to ca l l  Johnny back for  a job i nterview but 
not Jamal:' Cue uproarious cheers : "Hal le lujah ! "  Roof's 
revanchist Southern nat ional ism meant that r ighteous 
black rage could now be targeted not at ki l ler  cops but 
at a symbol :  the Confederate flag , which had flown from 
the statehouses of Alabama and South Caro l ina ever 
s ince George Wal lace led a wh ite backlash against 
Civi l  R ights in the 1 960s. On 27  June Bree Newsome, 
a black Christian activist, tore down the f lag from the 
South Caro l ina statehouse. By the fo l lowing week the 
Repub l ican governors of both states had ordered the 
flag removed from official bu i ld ings.95 For a wh i le videos 
of attacks on people, cars and bu i ld ings fly ing the flag 
became a popu lar internet meme.96 

With summer came the interventions of Black Lives Mat­
ter act ivists into the Democratic primaries : i nterruptions 
of su rprise left ist contender Bernie Sanders '  speeches 
that wou ld  be construed as confrontat ions between 
" race first" and "c lass first" left i sms ;  an impromptu 
meet ing with H i l lary Cl inton , fo l l owed by a denuncia­
t ion of "her and her fami ly's part i n  perpetuat ing white 
supremacist v io lence i n  this country and abroad" .  Ten­
sions began to emerge at th is point between Campaign 
Zero ,  identif ied with DeRay, and the B lack Lives Matter 
Network, led by Garza, Tometi and Cul lors, in large part 
over the question of whether they shou ld accept the 
tender embrace of the Democrats.97 Th is guardedness 
is not without j ustif icat io n :  after al l ,  as American left­
ists are fond of saying ,  the Democrat ic Party is where 
social movements go to d ie .  In August the Democratic 
Nat ional  Committee passed a "Black L ives Matter" res­
o lut ion ,  on ly to be rebuffed in a statement by the B lack 
Lives Matter Network; senior Democrats competed to 
endorse the more obedient pup i l ,  Campaign Zero. 
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Receiv ing less coverage, but perhaps more s ign ificant, 98 Darren Sands ,  'The 

the summer also saw an open confrontat ion with the NAACP And B lack 

Civi l  Rights o ld guard at the NAACP. A large part of the L ives M atter Are 

rift here is defined by the issue of "b lack-on-black" crime: 
accord ing to the Bureau of Justice Stat ist ics, 93% of 
murders of b lack people are at the hands of other black 
people - as Rudy G iu l ian i  was keen to point out at the 
peak of the Ferguson unrest. For NAACP figures such as 
Roslyn Brock, the pressing question is  thus :  "How do 
we g ive l ife to the narrative that Black Lives Matter when 
we are doing the ki l l i ng?"98 For the new activ ists, such 
d iscourses let "wh ite supremacy" off the hook, placing 
the blame on b lack people themselves, and amount to 
b lack leaders " po l ic ing"  the ir  own commun it ies as part 
of a general ised " respectabi l ity pol i t ics" .  

C R I M I N G  WH I LE B LACK 

Tal k i ng  Past Each 

Other' , BuzzFeed, 17 

July 2015. 

The quest ion of " b lack crim i nal ity" is overdetermined 99 For a sum mary of the 

by decades of l i beral vs. conservative acrimony, dat­
ing back to Moyn ihan 's 1 9 65 lament over the state of 
the "negro fam i ly" .99 Approximately three d ist inct sets 
of d iagnoses and prescript ions stake out the rhetori­
cal per imeter of this tr iangu lar debate. Conservatives 
condemn cultural pathologies and a lack of stable two­
parent fam i l ies, seeing th is as the source of h igh  cr ime 
i n  b lack ne ighbourhoods;  the solut ions thus become 
promotion of rel ig ious observance and black fatherhood, 
paired with condemnation of rap music. L iberals defend 
rappers and s ing le mothers from patriarchal conserva­
tives, and condemn racist cops who exaggerate b lack 
cr iminal ity by over-pol ic ing b lack neighbourhoods ;  thus 
the solution becomes police reform and f ight ing racism. 
F inal ly, socia l  democrats wi l l  agree with conservatives 
that black cr ime is real but point to structu ral factors 
such as h igh  unemployment and poverty, themselves 
driven i n  part by present and past racism ; the solut ion 
thus becomes a Marshal l  Plan for the ghetto. 
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Many in the b lack midd le class are sceptical of l iberal 100 Stephen Ste i n berg ,  

denials of b lack crim inal i ty ;  many have fami ly  members 'The L i beral Retreat 

or friends who have been affected by cr ime. Often open 
to structural arguments, they are also t i red of wait ing 
for  social democratic panaceas wh ich seem ever less 
l i kely. Noting their own capacities for relat ive advance-

From Race', New 

Politics ,  vol . 5, no. 1, 

summer  1g94. 

ment, i t 's easy for them to contrast the condit ion of the 101 For contem porary 

black poor to the supposed success of other racial ised ev idence of the struc-

imm ig rant groups.  They are thus  d rawn to conserva­
tive conclus ions : there must be someth ing wrong with 
their cu l ture ,  their sexual mores, and so on .  Th is is  not 
just a matter of the B i l l  Cosbys and Ben Carsons. It 
is  the posit ion of i nf luent ial l iberal academics l i ke Wi l ­
l iam Ju l i us  Wi lson and Or lando Patterson .  It has also 
increas ing ly  become the posit ion of many supposed 
rad ica ls :  Al  Sharpton rag ing  aga inst sagg i ng  pants, 
Corne! West decrying the "n i h i l i sm" with in black cu lture 
and ident ify ing re l ig ion  as a so lut ion . 1 0 0  Th is  is what 
B lack Lives Matter act iv ists mean when they object to 

"the pol it ics of respectabi l ity" .  

Such  object ions are, o f  course, essential ly correct : i t  
is stup id to blame cr ime on cu l ture. 1 0 1  M iche l le Alex­
ander's The New Jim Crow i s  a key reference point for 
these activists. Alexander  poi nts to racia l  d i sparit ies 
i n  d rug-re lated incarcerat ion : b lacks and wh ites use 
d rugs at s im i lar rates, but b lacks are arrested far more 
often,  and sometimes receive longer sentences for the 
same offence, with the imp l icat ion that these disparities 
are the work of racist cops and judges. Such l iberal 
responses to conservative arguments tend,  however, 
to come with a b l i nd  spot. By concentrat ing on low 
level  drug offenders - who even many conservat ives 
agree shou ldn ' t  be serv i ng  t ime - Alexander  avo ids 
some thorny issues. Among i nmates, v io lent offenders 
outnumber drug offenders by more than 2-to- 1 , and the 
racial d isproport ion among these pr isoners is  as h igh  
as  among drug offenders. 1 02 But w i th  these cr imes i t  
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is hard to deny that b lack people are both v ict ims and 103 If we look on ly  at 

perpetrators at much h igher  rates. 1 03 Here the explana- hom ic i des  (gener-

t ion of the structural ists is basical ly r ight ,  even if the i r  a l ly  the most re l i ab le  

solut ions look implausible : black people are much more data) , from 1980 to 

l i kely to l ive in urban ghettos, faced with far h igher levels 
of material deprivat ion than wh ites. 

With the i r  endemic  v io lence ,  these places are the  
real bas is  for  the h i gh  " b lack-on-b lack crime"  stat is­
t ics that conservatives l i ke to trot out as ev idence that 
respons ib i l ity for the v io lence to wh ich black people 
are subjected l ies with black commun it ies themselves. 
Understandably react ing against such arguments, l ib-
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Cooper and Smi th ,  
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erals have pointed out s im i larit ies between i ntra-racial 104 Jame l l e  Bou ie ,  'The 

murder rates : 84% for wh ites and 93% for b lacks. 104  Trayvon M art in K i l l -

Th is  seems a po lem ica l ly  effective po in t :  shou ldn 't i n g  and the Myth 

wh ite comm u n it ies thus  take more respons ib i l ity for 
"wh ite-on-white cr ime" too? But again ,  someth ing  is  
be ing obscured : accord ing  to the Bu reau of Just ice 
Statist ics, b lack people k i l l  each other 8 t imes more 

of B lack-on-B lack  

Cr ime' ,  Daily Beast, 1 5  

J u ly 2013 .  

often.  It is  not necessary to accept the rhetorical log ic 10s I n deed ,  i n  quest ion-

by which acknowledg ing th is  appears a concession to i ng the real i ty of 

conservat ive moral is ing .  Aren ' t  high cr ime rates to be 
expected i n  the most unequal society in  the developed 
world? And isn't it ent irely predictable that violent crime 
shou ld be concentrated i n  u rban areas where forms 
of employment are prevalent that do  not enjoy legal 
protect ions,  and wh ich therefore must often be backed 

cr ime ,  l i bera ls sug -

gest  that the most 

d i spossessed are 

obed ient ly acqu i esc-

i ng  to the i r  cond i t ion .  

up  with a capacity for d i rect force? Arg uments that 10& For exam p le ,  M ichae l  

avoid such things often i nvolve imp l ic it appeals to an Mcdowe l l ,  of B lack  

unreal ist ic not ion of  i nnocence, and therefore seem to 
have the perverse effect of re i nforc ing the st igma of 
crime ;  here the critics of " respectabi l ity pol it ics" repro­
duce its found ing premise. 1 05 Wh i le  the prospect of the 
underly i ng problem be ing solved th roug h  a g igant ic 
Marshal l  Plan for the ghetto looks l i ke the most forlorn 
of hopes, many pol icy proposals from B lack Lives Mat­
ter act iv ists merely amount to some vers ion of "more 
black cops" . 1 06 The h istory of pol ice reform in p laces 
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l i ke Balt imore ,  where the po l ice and "c iv i l ian review 101 See A lex Vita le ,  'We 

boards" have long m i rrored the faces of the wider Don ' t  J u st Need  

popu lat ion ,  c learly demonstrates the insuffic iency of  N i cer Cops :  We Need  

these responses. But those who make the more rad ical 
claim that the demand should be less rather than better 
po l ic ing ,  are in some ways just as out of touch. 1 07 The 
troub l i ng  fact - often cited by the conservative r ight ,  

Fewer Cops' , The 

Nation, 4 December 

2014. 

but no less true for that reason - is that it is  precisely 108 Coates ,  Between 

i n  the poorest black ne ighbou rhoods that we often the World and Me 

f ind the strongest support for tougher pol ic ing. When (Sp iege l  & G rau 2015), 

Sharpton, i n  h is  eu logy for Brown, rai led against the p .  85 .  Coates fu r ther  

abject b lackness of the gangster and the thug ,  some descr ibes th i s  as  

of the activists were horrified ,  but h i s  message was ' rag i ng  aga inst  the 

warm ly received by many of the Ferguson res idents cr ime i n  your  ghetto, 

present. This is because Sharpton was appeal ing to a because you are 

vers ion of " respectabi l ity pol it ics" that has roots in the power less before the 

ghetto. Ta-Nahesi Coates, who g rew up i n  West Bal- g reat cr ime of h is-

t imore,  has acknowledged that many residents "were tory that brought the 

more l i kely to ask for pol ice support than to compla in ghettos to be. '  

about brutal i ty " .  This i s  not because they especia l ly 
loved cops, but because they had no other recourse : 
wh i le  the "safety" of wh ite America was in "schools ,  
portfo l ios, and skyscrapers" ,  the i rs was in  "men with 
guns who could on ly v iew us with the same contempt 
as the society that sent them" . 1 08 

PO L I C I N G  S U R PLUS P O P U LAT I O N S  

At  the  most abstract leve l ,  capital is  colour-b l i nd :  sur­
p lus val ue produced by wh ite labour is no d ifferent to 
that produced by b lack, and when racist laws i nterfere 
with the buying and sel l i ng  of labour, as they u lt imately 
did in the J i m  Crow South ,  cap i ta l ists w i l l  tend to 
support the overturn ing  of those laws. Yet when the 
demand for labour fal ls  and the question ar ises of who 
must go without, workers can general ly be rel ied u pon 
to d iscover the requ is ite div is ions amongst themselves, 
typical ly along l i nes of kinsh ip ,  ethn ic ity and race. Capi­
tal ists thus benefit from racism even if they don't create 
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it , for in periods of g rowth these d iv is ions undermine 109 See Chr i s  Chen ,  

any co l lective bargain i ng  power that workers m ight 'The L im i t  Po int of 

otherwise be able to ach ieve. H istorical ly, r ig id racial 
h ierarch ies have been the work not of capital , but of the 
state - especial ly, though not exclus ively, wh ite-sett ler 
and other colonia l  states. State racism is epitomised 
by ant i -miscegenat ion laws, which a im to red ise rac ial 
d ifference by out lawing racial mix ing ; the nat ion-state 
became a racial state. During t imes of economic cr is is , 
racial states cou ld be counted on to i ntervene in  labour 
markets - wh ich cont ingent ly ass ign workers to the 
emp loyed and the unemployed - i n  order to ass ign  
these determinat ions methodical ly, a long racial l i nes. 

I n  the mid-twentieth century th is state-orchestrated pro­
ject of race-making broke down at a g lobal leve l .  On 
the one hand, exposure of the Nazi genocide and the 
success of decolon isat ion movements de- legit imated 
expl icit state racism. On the other, rapid post-war growth 
led to t ight  labour markets, reduc ing competit ion for 
jobs between racial ised g roups. This was thus an era of 
ass im i lat ion ,  evinced by the part ia l  v ictor ies of the Civ i l  
Rights Movement. What put th is process i nto reverse 
was the reassert ion of capital ist cr is is tendencies i n  
the 1 970s. Fal l i ng  profits l ed  to a fal l i n  the demand for 
labour. Recently ach ieved formal equal ity did noth ing 
to stop real economic inequal i t ies being re inforced by 
he ightened competit ion for jobs. Here the state wou ld  
f i nd for  itself a new race-making ro le ,  th is  t ime not  as 
arbiter of legal separat ion ,  but rather  as manager of 
racial ised surp lus popu lat ions. 1 09 

As the regu lat ion of social relations by the labour market 
began to break down with the slowing of the economy, 
p ro letar ians were ejected from the i ndustr ia l  sector, 
lead ing to r is ing unemployment and under-employment, 
and g rowth in low-wage services. Popu lat ions fled 
towards subu rbs, leav ing beh ind decaying inner  cit ies. 
This brought a fray ing of the social fabr ic, a longside 
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a fiscal cr is is of the state. Across b ipart isan d iv ides,  
governments from Reagan onwards took th is as 
an opportun ity to force the end of a whole range of 
al ready meagre social prog rammes.  Prev ious ly exist­
ing com m u n it ies began to b reak down.  This had a 
cu l tu ral d imens ion : p rivate i n -home consum pt ion of 
media, g rowing atom isat ion and so on. But most of a l l ,  
exist ing sol idarit ies had been premised on a g rowing 
economy. Commun it ies that were supposed to ach ieve 
autonomy in the context of the Black Power Movement 
found  themselves r iven with crime and desperat ion .  
Here the po l ice stepped i n  as a l ast resort form of  
social mediat ion ,  manag ing  a g rowing social d isorder, 
becoming ub iqu itous across the social fabr ic .  When 
people entered altered mental states th rough  some 
breakdown or another, for example ,  the state increas­
ing ly d ispatched not "mental health professionals" but 
cops, who wou ld  subdue by force and frequently k i l l  
i n  the process. 

In  this precarious world one must survive with l itt le he lp ,  
and any accident or run of bad luck can result  i n  los­
ing everyth ing .  It is no su rprise that people get s ick or 
turn to cr ime when they fal l down and can ' t  get back 
up. The pol ice are there to ensure that those who have 
fal len don ' t  create fu rther  d istu rbances, and to hau l  
them away to pr ison if they do.  People who are thereby 
snared are not just those nabbed by the cops, but peo­
ple - not angels - caught in  the vectors of a spread ing 
social d is integrat ion .  At the same t ime, broader popu­
lat ions - fearfu l  of look ing down - develop the i r  own 
cop menta l i t ies .  Th is  g ives the l ie to ant i -po l ice s lo­
gans that present the pol ice as an imposit ion on the 
com m u n ity, that h i nge  on  assum pt ions  that these 
commun it ies wou ld  do just f ine if the pol ice stopped 
interfer ing : where com m u n ity and society are them­
selves i n  states of  decay, the pol ice offers itself as  a 
stand- i n ;  br ing ing a semblance of order to l ives that no 
longer matter to capital .  
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For much the same reason ,  it is more or less impossib le 
for the state to resolve the prob lem by chang ing the 
fundamental character of the pol ice. A fu l l -scale reform 
that did away with the present function of the pol ice as 
repressive, last-resort social mediat ion ,  wou ld  requ i re 
a revival of the social democrat ic project. But with its 
d im in ished economic resou rces, the state lacks the key 
to that door. Meanwhi le the softer reforms around which 
B lack Lives Matter activ ists can un ite with a b ipart isan 
pol i t ical e l ite - th ings l i ke decarcerat ion for low-level 
d rug offenders and "justice re investment" in  commun ity 
pol ic ing - only raise the prospect of a more surg ical ly 
targeted vers ion of the carceral state. The brutal pol ic­
ing of b lack Amer ica is a forewarn ing  about the g lobal 
futu re of surplus human ity. Escaping from that future wil l  
requ i re the d iscovery of new modes of un ified act ion ,  
beyond the separat ions. 

CODA 

Drawing in people from across a vast span of American 
society under the head ing of " black" , to protest over 
issues deeply entwined with racia l is ing structures, th is  
wave of strugg les has d isp layed a pecu l iar vert ical i nte­
grat ion.  The content of th is un ify ing term has suggested 
a certain weight iness when set against the or ientat ion­
less groping towards un ity of other recent movements 
such as Occupy. I t  is a rare movement that can seem 
to un ite the ghetto-dwel ler, the mu lt i -mi l l ionaire star and 
the pol i t ical power-broker beh ind a substantive social 
cause. But there's the rub.  Stretched across such an 
unequal  span, it was inevitable that the un ity at p lay 
here would be correspond ing ly th in .  If the content of 
ident ity is nu l l  without it, at extremes of d ifference the 
posit ing of ident ity reverts to the merest formal ity, whi le 
the content escapes. 

That blackness can seem to offer someth ing more sub­
stantial is an effect of i ts pecu l iar construct ion : a social 
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content forcefu l ly g iven by its role as marker of subordi­
nate class, but also an identitarian un ity enabled by its 
u l t imate non-correspondence with c lass. These poles 
i n  tension have long identif ied the specificity of b lack 
strugg les :  proletarian insu rgency or " race leadersh ip" ; 
b lackness as socio-economic curse or as cu l ture .  But 
as the div ide between rich and poor gapes ever wider, 
and as the latter s ink fu rther i nto m isery and cr ime, ges­
tures at ho ld ing the two poles together must become 
ever emptier. To reach towards the social content one 
must loosen one's hold on the identity ; to embrace the 
ident ity one must let go of the content. It is practical ly 
i mpossib le to ho ld both at once. Is  the core demand to 
be about pol ice reform? Or is it to be about amel iorating 
ghetto condit ions in  which pol ice v io lence is more or 
less the only check on other k inds? If b lackness seems 
to offer itself as a space in  which these demands m ight 
not actual ly be at odds, th is is on ly by the ind istinct l ight 
from the g loam of o lder capacities for so l idarity, when 
the black middle class too l ived in the ghetto and shared 
its fate;  when the black working class could reasonably 
hope to see better days. 

Though it is clear that b lackness has been in large part 
evacuated of consistent social content, from its evident 
capacity to induce such large-scale dynam ic mobi l isa­
tions i n  the American populat ion it is equal ly clear that 
it would be prematu re to announce its dem ise. And in  
i ts  tensions there st i l l  l ies an unstable if unaffi rmable 
moment,  at the social root of racia l is ing log ics, where 
capital ist social re lat ions are rott ing into noth ing ,  and 
where the most press ing problems of surplus human ity 
l ie .  If race could present itself as the solut ion to one 
composit ional  r idd le ,  conj u ri ng  a new u n ity th rough  
descend ing  modu lat ions ,  that u n ity itself issues i n  
another composit ional impasse as  a further  descent 
th reatens to undo it . Now the ghetto has red iscovered 
its capacity to riot, and to force change by doing so, wi l l  
other, larger components of  America's poor - wh ite and 
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lat ino - stand id ly by? And what role, in such moments, 
wil l the new race leaders p lay? One must bend one's 
ear to pick out the new composit ions into which these 
modu lat ions are resolv ing .  

E P I LO G U E 

The bodies have not ceased to p i le up .  On 1 6 Ju ly 201 5 ,  1 10  These fi g u res from 

Black Lives Matter act ivist Sandra Bland, 28, was found 
hanged in  a pol ice cel l  i n  Wal ler  County, Texas - an 
event ru led su ic ide,  but with many of course suspect­
ing fou l  p lay. Those who enter the macabre pantheon 
of this movement are the t ip  of an iceberg. As we laid 
down these words, 8 9 1  people had been k i l led so far 
th is  year by us po l ice ,  of wh ich 2 1  7 were identif ied 
as b lack, more than doub le  the rates for wh ites and 
h ispanics. 1 1 0 Though exact figu res aren't  avai lable, i n  
the years s i nce th is wave of  strugg les began, tens of 
thousands of b lack people wi l l  have been murdered i n  
the us. 1 1 1  Though the  total would be on l y  s l ightly less 
for wh ites, they represent 63% of the us popu lat ion ,  
wh i le  b lack people are only 1 3%. 

the G u ard ian 's 'The 

Cou nted' p roject, 

started i n  response 

to th i s  wave of strug­

g les ,  wh ich  a ims  of  

keep  track of those 

k i l led by u s  po l i ce .  A 

s i m i lar count  by the 

Wash i ngton Post ,  re­

str icted to shooti ngs ,  

reports 759 deaths ,  o f  

wh ich  1 90 were b lack .  

Accessed 9 October 

2015 . 

On  9 August, the ann iversary of B rown's shoot i ng ,  111 For 2000-2010 the 

250 people gathered i n  Ferguson du ri ng  the day. In f i gu re was over 

the even ing there was some shoot ing at pol ice,  loot- 78,000, more that the 

ing, and a jou rna l ist was robbed,  wh i l st armed men 
guarded Ferguson Market & Liquor. Tyrone Harris J r. ,  
1 8  - apparently a close fr iend of  M ike Brown's - was 
shot by fou r  p la in-clothed pol ice officers, after suppos­
edly be ing involved i n  a gunfight between looters. On 
1 9 August another St. Louis teenager, Mansur Bal l-Bey, 
1 8 , was shot in the back by pol ice after runn ing from 
a search of his home.  Large crowds gathered i n  North  
St .  Lou is,  to be tear-gassed by pol ice ; rocks thrown, 
cars bu rned, loot ing . . .  A video went v i ral of Peggy Hub­
bard , a b lack grandmother who g rew up in Ferguson,  
attack ing B lack Lives Matter for support i ng  " thugs"  
l i ke Bal l -Bey - and her brother and son,  who were in  
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total n u m ber of u s  

m i l itary casua lt ies 

dur ing the V ietnam 

War. 
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ja i l  - wh i lst ignor ing the trag ic death of Jamyla Bo lden ,  
9 ,  k i l led by a stray bu l let from a d rive-by as she lay i n  
he r  mother's bed. On 24 August a newly appointed Fer­
guson judge announced that all arrest warrants issued 
prior to 201 5 would be cance l led ,  and the M issouri 
leg is lature capped court fees in St .  Lou is County at 
1 2 .5% of mun ic ipal revenues. Although the slaughter 
shows no sign of abat ing ,  col lect ive barga in ing by r iot 
is once again leverag ing concessions.  
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We have no models.  The h istory of past experiences 
serves only to free us of those experiences. 

- Mario Tront i ,  " Len in  i n  England" ,  1 9 6 4  

P R E FAC E :  B ETRAYA L A N D  T H E  W I L L  

What shou ld  w e  be d o i n g  today, if w e  are "for" the 
revo lu t ion?  Shou ld we bu i ld up our resou rces now, 
or wait patient ly for the next ruptu re? Shou ld we act 
on invariant revolut ionary pr incip les,  or remain flex ib le ,  
so we can adapt to new situat ions as they ar ise? Any 
response to these quest ions inevitably tarries with the 
h istory of revol utions in  the twentieth century. The fai l u re 
of those revo l ut ions accounts for the fact that we are 
st i l l  here asking ou rselves these questions. All attempts 
to account for our  agency, today, are haunted by the 
debacles of the past. That is true even ,  o r  perhaps 
especial ly, for those who never ment ion the past in  the 
fi rst p lace. The reason for th is  is p la in to see. 

The h i story of commun ism is not on ly the h i story of 
defeats : taking risks, coming up against a stronger force 
and los ing .  I t  is also a h istory of treachery, or of what 
the Left has typical ly cal led " betrayal" .  I n  the course 
of the trad it ional labou r  movement, there were many 
famous examples : of the Socia l  Democrats and the 
trade un ion leadersh ip at the start of World War I ,  of 
Ebert and Noske in  the cou rse of the German Revo lu­
t ion ,  of Trotsky i n  the m idst of the Kronstadt Rebe l l ion ,  
of Sta l in  when he assumed power, of  the CNT i n  Spa in ,  
when it ordered revolut ionaries to tear  down the bar­
ricades, and so on .  In the anti-colon ia l  movements of 
the m id -twent ieth centu ry, Cha i rman Mao,  the Viet 
M inh ,  and Kwame Nkrumah were al l  cal led betrayers. 
Meanwh i le ,  i n  the last major upsurge in  Europe, it was 
the CGT in 1 9 6 8  and the PCI in 1 97 7, among others, 
who are said to have betrayed . The counter- revolut ion 
comes not on ly from the outs ide,  but apparently also 
from the heart of the revolut ion itself . 

A History of Separation 71 



That defeat is ult imately attributed to the moral fai l i ngs of 
Left organisat ions and i nd iv iduals, at least in left ist h is­
tories, is essential . If revolutions were defeated for some 
other reason (for example ,  as a resu l t  of the exigencies 
of un ique situat ions) ,  then there wou ld  be l itt le for us to 
learn with respect to our  own m i l itancy. It is because 
the project of commun ism seemed to be b locked - not 
by chance, but by betrayal - that commun ist theory has 
come to revolve, as if neurotical ly, around the question 
of betrayal and the wi l l  that prevents it . The l ink between 
these two is key : at fi rst glance, the theory of betrayal 
appears to be the inverse of a heroic concept ion of 
h istory. But betrayal de l ineates the negative space of 
the hero and thus of the figu re of the m i l itant. It is the 
m i l itant, with her or  h is  correct revol ut ionary l ine and 
authent ic revo lut ionary wi l l  - as wel l  as their veh ic le :  
the party - who is supposed to stop the betrayal from 
taki ng place, and thus to bring the revol ut ion to fru it ion. 1 

The or ig ins of th is  thought-form are easy to identify :  
on 4th August 1 9 1 4 , German Social Democrats voted 
to support the war effort ; the trade un ions vowed to 
manage labour. The Great War thus commenced with 
the approval of social ism's earth ly representatives. A 
year after the war began,  d iss ident  ant i -war socia l­
ists convened at Z immerwald ,  under the pretence of 
organ is i ng  a b i rd-watch i ng  convent ion ,  i n  order  to 
reconstruct the tattered commun ist project. But even 
here, spl its qu ickly emerged . The Left of that d issident 
group - which inc luded both Len i n  and representat ives 
of the cu rrents that would become the Dutch-German 
left communists - broke away from the main contingent, 
s ince the latter refused to denounce the Social Demo­
crats outright. I n  the i r  own d raft proposal , the Left d id  
not  ho ld back: "Prejud iced by nat ional ism, rotten with 
opportun ism,  at the beg inn ing  of the World War [the 
Social Democrats] betrayed the proletariat to imperial­
ism."2 They were now "a more dangerous enemy to the 
proletariat than the bourgeois apostles of imperial ism:'3 

Endnotes 4 

1 To g ive j us t  one 

exam p le ,  i n  1 920 at 

the Second Congress 

of the Commun ist  

I nternat iona l ,  G ri gory 

Z i noviev asserted 

that :  'A whole ser ies 

of o l d  soc ia l  demo­

crat ic part ies  have 

turned in front of ou r  

eyes . . .  i nto part ies 

that bet ray the cause 

of the work i ng  c lass .  

We say to ou r  com­

rades that the s i g n  

o f  t he  t imes  does 

not cons ist  i n  the 

fact that we shou l d  

negate the Party. The  

s i gn  o f  the epoch  i n  

w h i c h  w e  l ive . . .  con-

s i sts i n  the fact that 

we must  say: "The 

o ld  part ies have been 

s h i pwrecked ;  down 

with them. Long l i ve 

the new Commun ist 

Party that must  be 

bu i l t  under  new 

cond i t ions . " '  He  goes 

on to add :  'We need 

a party. But  what 

k i nd  of party? We 

do not need part ies 

that have the s imp l e  

p r i nc i p l e  o f  gather i ng  

as many mem bers 

as poss i b l e  around  

themselves . . .  [We 
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But th is  denunciat ion was only one instance of a trope 
repeated a thousand times thereafter. The organ isations 
created for the pu rpose of defend i ng  working  class 
interests - often do ing so on the basis of the i r  own 
notions of betrayal and the w i l l  - betrayed the c lass, 
t ime and again ,  i n  the course of the twentieth century. 

need] a central i sed 

party with i ron d i sc i ­

p l i ne .' I t  i s  i m poss ib le  

to read these l i nes  

w i thout  remember i ng  

that, f ifteen years 

l ater, Z i nov iev wou l d  

Whether they cal l themselves communists or anarch ists, stand accused i n  

those who ident ify as  " revolut ionaries" spend much  of the first Moscow 

their t ime exam in ing past betrayals, often in minute detai l ,  show t r ia l .  H e  wou ld  

to determ ine exactly how those betrayals  occurred .4 be executed by the 

Many of these examinations try to recover the red thread same party he had 

of h istory: the succession of ind iv iduals or  g roups who stalwart ly defended .  

expressed a heroic f idel ity to the revo lut ion .  The i r  very By then Trotsky, who 

existence supposedly proves that it was poss ib le not stood by h i m  in the 

to betray and, therefore, that the revolut ion cou ld have second congress ,  

succeeded - if on ly the r ight g roups had been at the had al ready been run  

he lm,  or  if the wrong ones had been pushed away from out of the cou ntry 

the he lm at the r ight moment. One becomes a com- and wou l d  soon be 

mun ist o r  an anarch ist on  the basis of the part icu lar  m u rdered .  

th read out  of which one weaves one 's banner  (and 
today one often f l ies these flags, not  on the basis of a 2 Draft Reso lu t ion  

heartfelt ident ity, but rather due to the cont ingencies Proposed by the Left 

of fr iendsh ip) . H owever, in rais i ng  whatever banner, Wing  at Z immerwal d ,  

revol ut ionaries fai l  to see the l im its to which the groups 19 15 .  

they revere were actual ly responding - that is ,  precisely 
what made them a m inority format ion .  Revolut ionaries 3 I b i d .  

get  lost in  h istory, defin i ng  themselves by reference to 
a context of  strugg le that has no present-day correlate. 4 'Th i s  was a po l i t i ca l  

They d raw l i nes i n  sand which is no longer there.  

THE PE R I O D I S I N G  B R EA K  

We might be  tempted to  read t he  runes aga in ,  t o  try 
to solve the r idd le of the h istory defi n it ive ly :  what was 
the r ight th ing to do in 1 9 1 7, 1 936 ,  1 968? However, 
the pu rpose here is not to come up with new answers 
to old quest ions.  I nstead , ou r  intervent ion is therapeu­
t ic :  we aim to confront the questioners ,  to chal lenge 
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sa id  they be l ieved 
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the i r  m ot ivat i ng  assum pt ions .  Any strateg ic or ienta­
t ion towards the past must base itself, at least, on the 
assumpt ion that the present is essential ly l i ke it .  If the 
present is not l i ke the past, then no matter how we solve 
the r iddle of h istory, it w i l l  te l l  us very l itt le about what 
we shou ld be do ing today. 

Our  goal is therefore to i ntroduce a break, to cleave 
off the present from the past (and so, too, to sever the 
relat ion between betrayal and the wi l l) .  I f  p laced suc­
cessfu l ly, th is  period is ing break wi l l  a l low us to relate 
to the past as past, and the present as someth ing else. 
Of course, th is period isat ion cannot be absolute. The 
present i s  n ot who l l y  u n l i ke the  past. The capita l ist 
mode of production remains. Indeed, the capital-labour 
relat ion defines the shape of our  l ives more than it ever 
d id  those of our  ancestors, and it does so i n  at least 
two fundamental ways. 

Fi rst, compared to the past, a greater share of the world's 
popu lat ion  today cons ists of pro letar ians and sem i ­
pro letarians :  they must sel l t he i r  labour-power i n  order 
to buy at least some of what they need. Second,  th is  

"some of what they need" has expanded massively so 
that today, people's l ives are deeply submerged with i n  
market relat ions :  i n  the h igh  i ncome countries, and also 
in  parts of the low- income world ,  workers not only pay 
rent and buy g rocer ies.  They pu rchase ready-made 
meals ,  tal k to the i r  fam i l ies on  ce l l  phones,  put the i r  
parents in  nu rs ing homes, and pop p i l ls  i n  order l ive, or  
l ive better. They must cont inue to work in  order to afford 
these th ings,  that is ,  i n  order to maintain the ir  social t ies. 

Many revolut ionaries take this ever-deepen ing imbrica­
tion with i n  market relat ions as a suffic ient proof that 
the present is l ike the past, i n  whatever senses are 
relevant. The result is that they relate to the past through 
a screen .  The past becomes a fantasy project ion of the 
present. Often enough ,  that screen is cal led "the Left" .  
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that the Russ ian  

Revo lu t ion  had been 
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1953,  one  had a p retty 

good sense of what 

they wou ld  t h i n k  on  

j u st about every other 

pol i t ica l  q uest ion in 

the world :  the natu re 

of the Soviet Un i on ,  
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of the wor ld CPS ,  
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the U n ited Front, 
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i cs  and ph i losophy, 

the re l at ionsh i p  
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n i sm  i s  t h e  M ater ia l  
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Amadeo Bord i ga  To­

d ay', Critique 23, 1991 .  
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Debates about h istory become debates about the Left : 5 'The more we seek to 

what it was, what it shou ld have done (and there are persuade ou rselves 

some who, on that same basis, come to see themselves of the f ide l ity of ou r  

as "post-Left") . What escapes notice, thereby, is the own  projects and  

absence, in  our  own t imes, of  the context that shaped values with respect 

the world in which the Left acted in the cou rse of the to the past ,  the 

twentieth centu ry, namely, the workers' movement and more obsess ive ly do 

its cycles of strugg le .  we f ind  ou rselves 

exp lor ing the latter 

The workers' movement provided the sett ing in which the 
drama of "the Left" took p lace. That movement was not 
s imp ly the proletariat in fighting form, as if any strugg le 
today would have to rep l icate i ts essential featu res. I t  
was a part icu lar f ight ing form, which took shape in  an 
era that is not our  own .  For us, there is on ly the " late­
comers' melancholy reverence" . 5 It is our goal , i n  th is 
essay, to explore th is total ity as past and to exp la in its 
d issociat ion from the present. 

Our content ion is that, if the h istorical workers' move­
ment is today alien to us ,  it is because the form of the 
capital-labour relation that sustained the workers' move­
ment no longer obta ins :  in the h igh- income countries 
s ince the 1 970s and in  the low- income countries s ince 
the 1 980s (late workers' movements appeared in South 
Africa, South Korea and Braz i l ,  but a l l  now present the 
same form : social democracy in  retreat) . Indeed,  the 
social foundat ions on which the workers' movement was 
bu i l t  have been torn out :  the factory system no longer 
appears as the kernel of a new society in  formation ; the 
industr ial workers who labour  there no longer appear 
as the vanguard of a class in  the process of becoming 
revolut ionary. Al l  that remains of th is past-world are cer­
tain logics of disintegration, and not on ly of the workers' 
movement, but also of the capital-labour relat ion itself. 
To say so is  not to suggest that, by some metric, a l l  
workers are " real ly" unemployed , or  to deny that there 
is an emergent i ndustr ial proletariat i n  countr ies l i ke 
Ind ia  and China .  
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It is rather to point out that the fo l lowing .  The world 
economy is growing more and more slowly, on a decade 
by decade basis, due to a long period of overproduc­
t ion and low profit rates. That slugg ish growth has been 
associated, i n  most countries of the world ,  with de in­
dustrial isat ion : industrial output continues to swel l ,  but 
is no longer associated with rapid increases in industrial 
employment. Semi-ski l led factory workers can thus no 
longer p resent themselves as the lead ing edge of a 
class-in-formation. In this context, masses of proletarians, 
part icu larly in  countries with young workforces, are not 
f inding steady work; many of them have been shunted 
from the labour market, surviving only by means of informal 
economic activity. The result ing low demand for labour 
has led to a worldwide fal l  i n  the labour-share of  income, 
or  in other words, to immiserat ion. Meanwhi le ,  the state, 
in an attempt to manage th is situat ion, has taken on mas­
sive amounts of debt, and has periodically been forced to 
undertake " reforms"- a term wh ich in our era has come 
to mean a fal l i ng away of social protect ions - leaving 
a larger port ion of the popu lation in  a tenuous posit ion .  

The socia l  l i nks that hold people together in  the modern 
world, even if in posit ions of subjugation, are fraying, and 
in  some places, have broken enti rely. Al l  of th is is taking 
place on a planet that is heat ing up ,  with concentrations 
of greenhouse gases r is ing rapidly si nce 1 950 .  The con­
nection between g lobal warm ing and swel l ing industrial 
output is clear. The factory system is not the kernel of 
a futu re society, but a mach ine producing no-future. 

These are not merely pol it ical consequences of neo­
l i beral ism ; they are structu ral features of the capital ist 
mode of production in our  t ime.  Strugg les with in  and 
against th is world are just beg inn ing to take on a greater 
g lobal s ign if icance, but they have not found a coher­
ence comparable to that which pertained in an earl ier 
era .  A key feature of strugg les today is precisely that, 
although  they remain the strugg les of workers, they 
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present themselves as such on ly when they rema in  
at  the l evel of sect ional st rugg les ,  that is ,  strugg les 
of part icu lar  fract ions of the class, which are a lmost 
always defensive struggles against ongoing " reforms" 
and " restructur ings" .  When strugg les take on a wider 
s ign if icance, that is ,  for the class as a whole ,  then the 
un ity they present, both to themse lves and to others, 
goes beyond a c lass ident ity. Workers f ind a shared 
bas is for strugg le ,  not by means of the class belong ing  
they have i n  common ,  but rather, as  cit izens, as  par­
t ic ipants in  a " real democracy" ,  as the 99 percent, and 
so on .  Such forms of identif icat ion sharply d ist i ngu ish 
these workers' struggles from the core strugg les of the 
era of the workers movement. They have also made it 
d ifficu lt  to see the way forward , to a commun ist futu re. 

I t  is  t h i s  context - that of the d is in tegrat ion  of the  
capital- labour re lat ion ,  and of the un real ised potential 
for strugg les to gene rate new sorts of soc ia l  re la­
t ions - that d istingu ishes the epoch in  which we f ind 
ourselves from the past. 

TH E I R  P E R I O DS A N D  O U RS 

In the fi rst issue of Endnotes we pub l ished a series of 6 See Endnotes 1, Octo-

texts that we called "prel im inary materials for a balance ber 2008. 

sheet of the twentieth centu ry" .  I n  this issue we draw 
up that balance sheet as it presents itself to us today. 
But before we do so it w i l l  be usefu l to contrast ou r  
approach with that o f  Theorie Communiste (TC), whose 
texts featu red prominently i n  that fi rst issue, and have 
cont inued to inf luence our  th inking over the years. 

The period ising break we present in  this art icle has much 
in common with Tc's .6 Our perspective emerged , in part, 
out of an attempt to measure Tc's theory against the 
g lobal h istory of the workers movement i n  the course 
of the twent ieth centu ry. O n e  d ifference between 
our account  and the i rs is that TC t ry to ground the i r  
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periodisation in Marx's categories of formal and real sub- 7 TC were not the f i rst 

sumpt ion .  For Marx, these terms referred specif ical ly to 
the transformation of the labour  process ; TC apply them 
to the capital- labour relat ion as a whole ,  and even to 
capital ist society. 7 They place the break between formal 
and real subsumption around WWI, then d iv ide the latter 
into two dist inct phases. They then overlay this structural 
per iodisat ion - of the "form" of the "capital-labour rela­
t ion"- with a second periodisat ion - of commun ism, or  
what they cal l  "cycles of strugg le"- where the cu rrent 
phase, beg inn ing in the 1 970s, corresponds to a second 
phase of real subsumpt io n :  

However, somewhat strangely, t h e  key break i n  o n e  
sequence does not match u p  with t h e  key b reak i n  
t he  other :  a complete transformat ion i n  the "cycle of 
strugg le"  (the 1 970s) corresponds to a m inor  transfor­
mation in the form of the "capital - labour  relat ion " .  This 

1 9 1 0s 

cycle  of strugg le :  programmatism 

to do so :  Jacques  

Camatte, N egation ,  

and Anton i o  Negr i  d i d  

the same .  See  'The 

H i story of Subsump­

t ion ' ,  Endnotes 2, Apr i l  

20 10 ,  fo r  ou r  cr i t i q ue  

o f  t hese  attem pts .  

8 For th i s  thought ,  see 

'E rror ' i n  the next is­

sue  of Endnotes. 

1 9 70s 

commun isation 

capital-labour relation : formal subsumption real subsum ption I & I I  

g ives Tc's periodisation t h e  tr ipartite form o f  a narrative 9 Perhaps th i s  is 

structure,  with beg inn ing ,  m idd le and end .  As usual in because TC seem 

such structu res, the middle term tends to dominate the to der ive the i r  

others : TC defi ne the fi rst and last phases negatively structura l  per iod i sa-

i n  re lat ion to the he ight of "programmat ism" from the t ion f rom the work of  

1 9 1 0s to the 1 970s.8 Thus in  the i r  texts the ghost of M iche l  Ag l i etta, the 

programmat ism, supposedly long s la in ,  has a tendency Regu lat ion  Schoo l  

to hang around and haunt the present moment. A more economist  who 

serious problem is that the schemat ism f i ts neat ly, if at sees French  h i story 

all , only in  France (at best, it m ight apply to Western m i rrored i n  the us 

Europe).9 It can only with g reat d ifficu lty be extended (Ag l i etta, A Theory of 

to the rest of the world, and is part icu larly inapposite Capitalist Regulation: 

to poor and late-deve lop ing countr ies. The US Experience, 
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In th is art icle, we beg in  from what we consider to be the 
grain of truth in  re's d istinction between formal and real 
subsumpt ion .  Rather than two phases, we argue that 
the i r  d ist inct ion rough ly corresponds to two aspects 
of the world in  which the workers movement unfolded.  
The fi rst "formal" aspect had to do with the persistence 
of the peasantry - extended here to inc lude the persis­
tence of o ld reg ime e l ites whose power was based in 
the countrys ide - as a k ind of outside to the capital ist 
mode of product ion .  This outside was in the process of 
being i ncorporated into capital ist social relat ions, but 
th is  incorporation took a long t ime. The second,  " real" 
aspect was the "development of the productive forces" ,  
that i s ,  cumu lative increases i n  labour product ivity and 
the accompanying transformat ions,  both of the produc­

Verso,  1 976). Ag l i etta 

i gno res the g rowth 

of labour  p roduct iv-

ity and wages in the 

late 19th centu ry, and 

imag ines that ' Ford-

ism' i n  the us  had a 

state- led form s i m i lar 

to post-war France.  

See Robert B renner  

and Mark G l ick ,  'The 

Regu l at ion  Approach :  

Theory and H i story' , 

NLR 1/188, Ju l y  1 991 . 

t ive apparatus and of the i nfrastructu re of capital ist 10 Tc touch on these two 

society, on which it re l ies. 

These two aspects i n  turn gave rise to the two impera­
tives of the workers movement :  on the one hand,  to 
fig ht against the old reg ime e l ites, who sought to deny 
workers the freedoms of l i beral capital ist society (e.g . ,  
t he  r ight to  vote, the  freedom to  choose one's employer) ,  
and on the other hand, to set loose the development of 
the productive forces from the fetters that they encoun­
tered , part icu larly i n  late develop ing countries (those 
fetters often resu l t ing ,  i n  part, from the persistence of 
the o ld  reg i me). 1 0 In each case our  focus w i l l  be on 
the d ivergence between the expected and the actual 
consequences of capital ist development. 

The concepts of formal and real subsumpt ion are i nad­
equate to the task of explain ing the history of the workers' 
movement. The two aspects of the movement that these 
concepts vague ly descr ibe are not d ist i nct per iods,  
which could be precisely dated, but rather unfo ld s imu l ­
taneously, much l i ke the formal and real subsumption of 
the labour  process itself. Nonetheless re's period isa­
tion of commun ism remains c lose to our own . The key 
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period is ing break, for us as for TC, beg ins in the m id  
1 970s. The two aspects of  the workers movement wh ich 
we have descr ibed were both rad ical ly transformed 
i n  the last quarter of the twentieth centu ry. Instead of 
a break between two "phases" of rea l  subsum pt ion ,  
marked by " revo lut ion"  and "counter-revo lut ion " ,  we 
see th is transit ion in terms of  the ongoing transforma­
tion of the labour  process, the end of the peasantry, the 
s lowing down of capital ist accumu lat ion on a g lobal 
scale, and the correspond ing onset of a long period of 
de industrial isation ,  a l l  of which have transformed the 
cond it ions of workers' strugg les, for reasons explored 
i n  detail below. A communist horizon broke apart and 
dissolved in th is moment, enclosing us, for a t ime, with in 
a capital ist wor ld seeming ly without a van ish ing point .  

H O R I Z O N S  OF C O M M U N I S M  

There is another d ist inct ion between our  period isat ion 1 1  O n  com m u n ist 

and Tc's , one more concerned with content than form. 
TC often refer to the workers'  movement (the era of 
"programmatism") as a "cycle of struggle" .  They thus fai l  
to clearly d ist ingu ish between, on the  one  hand, cycles 
or waves of strugg le ,  and on the other, the horizon of 
commun ism,  with in  which cycles unfold .  Both of these 
concepts are necessary to our balance sheet of the 
twentieth centu ry. 1 1  

The concept o f  a cycle o f  strugg le  describes how the 
c lass clash takes p lace. The latter typ ica l ly  u nfo lds  
ne i ther  i n  long marches nor  i n  short outbu rsts, but 
rather, i n  waves .  There are t imes of react ion ,  when 
revo lut ionary forces are weak and ep isod ic ,  but not 
ent i re ly absent .  These react ionary eras may last for  
decades, but  they do end, at  a moment that is extremely 
d i fficu lt to predict i n  advance. Revolt then breaks out, 
more and more frequently. M i l itants, who formerly made 
l ittle impression on their fe l lows, now find their numbers 
swe l l i ng .  Meanwh i le ,  strugg les take on a new content, 
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evolve new tact ics, and d iscover new forms of organ i - 12 On the idea of a ' p ro-

sat ion (al l t h ree are won on ly through the fr ighten ing d u ced ru ptu re'. see 

melee of suffer ing and retr ibution). Over t ime, strugg les Theor ie Com m u n i ste, 

coalesce - but never in a l i near way - in waves that ebb 'Sur l a  cr it i que  de 

and flow over years. That is what makes revo lut ion pos- l 'o bject i v i sme'. TC 15 

s ib le .  Insofar as revo lut ions fai l  or counter- revo lut ions Feb 1999. 

succeed , the cycle comes to an end ,  and a new period 
of reaction begins .  13 See 'Spontane ity, 

Revo lut ionary strateg ists have mostly concerned them­
selves with the h igh points of various cycles of strugg le :  
1 9 1 7, 1 936 ,  1 949,  1 968 ,  1 97 7, and so on .  I n  so do ing ,  
they usual ly ignore the context in  wh ich those cycles 
u nfold . The workers' movement was that context : i t  
provided the sett ing i n  which d ist inct cycles unfo lded : 
e .g .  ( in Eu rope) 1 905- 1 9 2 1 , 1 934-1 947, 1 968-77. 
It was because each cycle of strugg le unfo lded in the 
context of the workers' movement that we can say of 
their h igh points : these were not just ruptures within the 
capitalist class relation but ruptures produced within a 
particular horizon of communism. 1 2 It is worth examin ing 
such ruptu res in  deta i l ,  although that is not the task we 
set for ou rselves in  th is text. 1 3 Our  contention is that i t  
is only by looking at the workers movement as a whole ,  
rather  than at d ist i nct h igh po ints,  that we can see 
what made these points d ist i nct, or  even ,  exceptional. 
The revo l ut ions of the era of the workers' movement 
emerged in  spite of rather than i n  concert with overa l l  
trends, and d id  so i n  a manner that went whol ly against 
the revolut ionary theory of that era, with a l l  its sense 
of inevitab i l ity. 

Thus, for us, the workers' movement was not itself a cy­
cle of struggle .  It made for a defi n ite commun ist horizon, 
which imparted a certa in dynam ic to strugg les and also 
establ ished their l im its. To say that the workers' movement 
was a horizon of commun ism is to say that it was not the 
invariant horizon .  It is necessary to reject the idea that 
commun ism could become poss ib le again on ly on the 
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basis of a renewal of the workers' movement (wh ich is 
not the same th ing as organ ised workers' strugg le) .  We 
wi l l  here t ry to understand the condit ions that ,  between 
the late 1 9th  centu ry and the 1 970s,  opened up the 
era of the workers' movement,  made for several cycles 
of struggle ,  and then i rrevers ibly col lapsed . We focus, 
i n  other words, on  the tongue duree of the movement.  

TWO FAL L AC I ES 

The essential th ing to understand about the workers' 
m ovement is  that i t  represented the horizon of com­
mun ism du ring the era of  the long rise of the capital ist 
mode of product ion ,  that is ,  an era in wh ich "a l l  fixed , 
fast frozen relat ions,  with the i r  train of ancient and ven­
erable prejud ices and op in ions" were "swept away" .  
Marxists have often d rawn the wrong conclus ions from 
this passage i n  the Communist Manifesto. Thus, before 
we beg in  it w i l l  be he lpfu l to fi rst d isabuse ourselves of 
two common fal lacies. 

The fi rst fal lacy is  that capitalism is an inevitable or 
evolutionary stage of history. Marxists i n  the late 1 9th 
century often imag ined that capital ist social relat ions 
were re lent lessly spread i ng  across the  g lobe.  They 
thought the city, the factory, and wage labour  wou ld  
soon absorb everyone.  I n  actual fact by  1 950 ,  some 
two-th i rds of the world's popu lat ion remained i n  ag r i­
cu l tu re ,  the  vast majority self-suff ic ient peasants or 
herdsmen .  Even i n  the h igh- income countr ies, some 
40 percent of the workforce was i n  ag r icultu re .  It was 
not unt i l  the late 1 970s and early 1 980s that a t ipp ing 
po int  was reached : the agr icu ltural populat ion of the 
h igh- income countries shrank to a van ish ing point , and 
g lobal ly, for the fi rst t ime i n  thousands of years, the 
majority of the wor ld 's workers were no longer working 
i n  the f ie lds. Thus,  the g lobal peasantry, and the "fast­
frozen re lat ions" with which it was associated, were 
not so qu ickly "swept away" .  Th is house clean ing took 
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longer than expected because - in contrast to what 
h istorical mater ia l ists imagined - there was no natu ral 
or  automatic tendency for the g lobal peasantry to fo ld 
i nto the proletariat, whether by the corrosion of market 
forces or by some tendency of capital ists to expropriate 
peasants en masse. 

I ndeed, capital did not i nevitably draw peasants into its 
orbit. Whenever poss ib le ,  peasants fought to secure 
the i r  non-market access to land. In the 1 9th and most 
of the 20th centu ry, peasants' evict ion from the land 
was necessari ly a pol itical act. But then, such acts were 
rarely undertaken by capital ists, who preferred to employ 
non-free or semi-free labour wherever it was avai lable, 
i n  order to produce for world markets (where levels of 
inequal ity were high, domestic markets were t iny). I n  
fact , when expropr iat ion was undertaken ,  it was often 
by representat ives of the labour movement, or  at least, 
with the i r  support .  

Proletarians could support the project of de-peasantisa­
t ion because peasants were embedded in  pre-capital ist 
c lass relat ions with landlords. These patr iarchal social 
forms, strat if ied i nto castes or  estates, offered l itt le 
opportun ity for change or mob i l ity. Old-reg ime e l ites, 
or iented towards m i l itary affai rs ,  were to some degree 
interested in pursu ing al l iances with capital ists (often the 
ch i ldren of those el ites, fac ing up to a chang ing world) ;  
however, th is amalgamated e l ite-class saw noth ing to 
ga in by extend ing the franchise.  El ites often d id  not 
even cons ider workers to be of the same species, that 
is ,  human beings capable of manag ing the affai rs of the 
pol ity, let a lone deserving of doing so. Such e l ites did 
not g ive up  the i r  pr iv i leges without a f ight. Observers 
i n  the n i neteenth century - or for that matter, i n  the 
twenty-fi rst - can be forg iven for imag in ing  that "free 
labour"  was the i nevitable accompaniment of capital­
ist accumu lat ion .  The h istory of the twentieth century 
showed that "free labour"  had to be won. 
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The second fal lacy is that the development of capital­
ism tends to unify the workers. The labour market may 
be s ingu lar, but the workers who enter it to sel l  the i r  
labou r  power are not .  They are d iv ided by language,  
re l ig ion ,  nat ion ,  race, gender, ski l l ,  etc .  Some of these 
d ifferences were preserved and transformed by the rise 
of capital ism,  wh i le  others were newly created. Such 
remix ing had ambivalent consequences. Most d iv is ions 
proved to be obstacles to organ is ing along l ines of 
class sol idarity. However, some pre-exist ing forms of 
co l lectivity proved to be the i r  own sou rces of sol idarity, 
an impetus to mass d i rect-action .  

Champions of  the workers' movement declared that the 
development of  the forces of  production wou ld  get  r id  
of  d iv is ions among the workers. The d ispersed masses, 
the "class in itself" , would be formed by factory d iscipl ine 
into a compact mass, wh ich m ight then be capable of 
becoming the "class for itse lf" . Thus if the workers would 
on ly g ive up  on the i r  attempts to preserve the o ld ways, 
if they would only g ive in to the scientif ic (and constant) 
reorgan isat ion of the workplace, they wou ld  soon f ind 
themselves posit ively transformed : they would be un i ­
fied by the factory system into a "col lective worker" .  For 
a whi le ,  in the early part of the twentieth centu ry, th is 
v is ion seemed to be coming true .  

But in fact, these transformat ions led to the i ntegration 
of workers (for the most part ,  former peasants) i nto 
market society, not on ly at the point of product ion ,  but 
also in  exchange and i n  consumption,  where workers 
were atomised . It was th is atomis ing feature of the new 
world, not the cooperat ive aspects of work in the factory, 
that wou ld  prove dominant. That was true not on ly in  
consumer markets, where workers exchanged wages for 
goods, but also in labour markets, where they exchanged 
their promise to work for a promised wage - and even in 
the factories themselves, since d ivisions among workers 
were retained and made anew. The result ing intra-class 
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competit ion was only partly mit igated by un ions, which 
acted as r iva l  salesmen's associat ions,  attempt ing to 
corner the market i n  labour  power. 

Here is the un ity- in-separation of market society. People 
become ever more interdependent through the market, 
but th is power comes at the expense of the ir  capacities 
for col lective act ion.  Capital ist society reduces workers 
to petty commod ity se l lers, p rovid ing them with some 
autonomy, but always with i n  l im its .  I n  h i nds ight ,  it is 
c lear that the d ream of the workers' movement - that 
an "actual un ity" of workers, as opposed to the i r  un ity­
in-separat ion, wou ld be real ised in the factories through 
the further development of the productive forces - was 
not true.  Such an actual unity can come about only 
by means of a communist transcendence of capitalist 
social relations. 
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1 TH E CONSTRU CTI O N  O F  TH E WO R K E RS M OVE M E NT 

Both of the above-ment ioned fal lacies were e lements 
in the story that the workers movement told about itself, 
via its leaders and theoret ic ians. The fi rst fal lacy, the 
stag ist, progressivist v iew of h istory, was a staple of 
1 9th centu ry bourgeois thought ,  from Ranke to Comte 
to Spencer, and one that proved particu larly attractive to 
the workers' movement's official scribes. Kautsky, Bern­
ste in  and Plekhanov, as wel l  as Len in ,  Luxemburg and 
Lukacs, a l l  took heart from the idea that their revolut ion 
inherited the baton from a previous one,  the so-cal led 

"bourgeois revo lut ion" ,  which they saw as the inevitable 
resu l t  of the development of the forces of production 
and the r is ing power of an u rban bourgeoisie. I n  early 
writ ings Marx h imself subscribed to this view of inevi­
table stages, but as we shal l  see in  the postface, "The 
Idea of the Workers Movement" ,  he rejected it i n  h is  
later writ ings on the Russian M i r. 

In th is sect ion we show that the "fina l"  Marx was r ight 
i n  repud iat ing the stag ist perspective that he h imself 
had promu lgated. Except in  England, cap ital ism d id not 
develop in nuce with in  the o ld reg ime ;  the European 
bourgeois revolut ions, when and where they took p lace, 
were not real ly bourgeois at a l l . 1 I nstead , they largely 
found their basis in the internal tensions of the old reg ime, 
that is to say, fi rst of al l ,  i n  an ongoing contest between 
peasants and the el ites who extracted an income from 
the i r  labours, and second,  in contests among el ite fac­
t ions, vying for dominance. As we wi l l  see, these o ld 
reg imes tr ied to modern ise themselves in  response to 
the onset of capital ist development in  the UK, and the 
m i l itary expansionism with which it was associated. That 
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eventual ly led to attempts to i nstitute capital ist social 2 The stal l i n g  out 

relat ions, by decree, on the cont inent. of what Theor ie 

We do not cla im that capital ist deve lopment fai led to 
take p lace outside of the UK and us. I t 's j ust that the 
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political revolution which was s upposed to accom- soc iety p layed a key 

pany the economic revolution did no t  take place  ro le i n  determ in -

on European soil. Thus,  the estab l ishment of l i be ra l  i n g  what shape the 

norms - with assu rances of u n iversal (male) suffrage ,  workers' movement 

i nd iv idual  freedoms, and government by laws debated took. However, u n l i ke 

i n  parl iament - was not guaranteed . I nstead , the o ld  Tc ,  we  do  no t  t h i n k  

reg ime,  w i th  i ts  system of pr iv i leges, largely preserved th is phase ended 

i tse lf  a longs ide an ongo i ng  capita l ist deve lopment .  with the conc lus ion  of  

El ite pr iv i leges wou l d  be abol ished on ly where the ww1 .  Even  i n  Eu rope ,  

working c lass completed the po l i t ical tasks that the the restructu r i ng  

bourgeois ie had not. Such was the socia l  sett i ng  for of soc ia l  re lat ions  

the emergence of the labou r  movement,  and also for a long cap ita l ist  l i nes 

the deve lopment of socia l ist and anarch ist perspec- carr ied on  i nto the 

t ives. The labou r  movement had to f ight its way i nto post-ww1 1  era. 

existence i n  a world where both the peasantry and the 
old reg ime e l ites remained powerfu l forces. 2 3 Robert Bren-

A N O N -T R A N S I T I O N  

Accord ing  to the formerly p revai l i ng  stag ist v iew of 
h istory, the r ise of the absolut ist state was al ready a 
symptom of the  trans i t ion to capita l i sm ,  wh ich was 
supposedly go ing  on al l across Eu rope in the ear ly 
m odern per iod .  Towns were swe l l i ng  with the com­
mercia l  act ivity of the bourgeois ie ; the revo l ut ions of  
1 78 9  and 1 84 8  were supposed to m ark its r ise to 
pol it ical power. But i n  fact , the peasant revolts at  the 
heart of modern revo lut ions - which spanned the cen­
tu r ies from 1 789 a l l  the way down to the 1 960s - d id  
not usher i n  the po l i t ical ru le  o f  capital ; rather, they 
largely cont in ued class strugg le  with i n  the context of 
the o ld reg ime .  Peasant commun it ies were fight ing to 
free themselves from the dom inat ion of feudal lo rds.  
However, the upshot of do ing so "wou ld  not be the 
t ransit ion to capital ism,  but the strengthen ing of pre­
capital ist social property relat ions" .3 Peasant revolts 
had as the i r  goal to strengthen the resistance of the i r  
commun ities to al l  forms of  exploitation - both capital ist 
and non-capita l ist .  
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The peasants could carry on without the lords for they 4 Brenner, ' Property 

were a l ready const ituted as a com m u n ity : they had and Progress' ,  p .  63 .  

"d i rect access to factors of product ion - land, tools ,  
and labour - sufficient to enable them to maintain them- s i b id . ,  p .  92 .  

selves without recourse to the market" .4 Under these 
condit ions, the removal of external dominat ion by lords 
would not release peasants i nto capital ist social rela-
tions. For that to happen, the i r  commun it ies would have 
to be d issolved . But it was d ifficult to make that happen. 
On the one hand, peasant commun ities d id not d issolve 
themselves. On the other hand, they fought tenaciously 
against attempts to separate them from the land. There-
fore, peasants - l i ke every other non-capital ist social 
format ion - do not necessarily become imbricated in 
markets. There is no h istorical ly i nevitable tendency to 
pro letarianise the world 's populat ion .  

Whi le it was important as a step towards the formation of 
the modern state, the emergence of absol ut ism in conti­
nental Europe was only ind i rectly related to the transit ion 
to the capital ist mode of product ion .  Absol ut ism arose 
because, in  the aftermath of the Black Death ,  peasant 
commun ities in  that reg ion were stronger. It was difficu lt 
for feudal lords to extract rent from the peasants : "suf­
fer ing from reduced revenues, local lords were often too 
weak to stand up to the expansion ist designs of those 
great lordly competitors, monarchs and pr inces, who 
extended the i r  territorial j u risd ict ion at [the local lords] 
expense:' 5 On that basis ,  the absolut ist state was able 
to central ise lords' rent-extract ing act ivity as state taxa­
tion (though only i n  a h igh ly confl ictual process, which 
pitted e l ites against one another) .  Thus, the wealth of 
absolut ist states was won by squeezing the peasants 
more severe ly. What commerc ia l  deve lopment  took 
p lace in  th is  context merely reflected age-o ld cycles 
of u rban growth and decl ine .  Whi le  th is process la id 
bases for what wou ld  become the modern state, there 
was no transit ion to the specif ical ly capital ist mode of 
production necessari ly imp l ied in these developments. 
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L i kewise,  e lsewhere i n  Eu rope ,  the  strength  of o ld  s ' Eng land ,  i t  i s  t rue ,  

reg imes remained a constant feature of the landscape. i n  caus i n g  a soc ia l  

But outside of Western Europe, that was not because revo lu t ion  i n  [ I nd ia] .  

peasants were growing stronger. Rather, it was because was actuated on ly  by 

the ir  commun it ies were weak. In Eastern Europe, where the v i lest  i nterests' .  

territories were more recently colon ised, lords retained but  'whatever may 

a t ight gr ip on the peasants. Even in the aftermath of have been the cr imes 

the Black Death ,  lords were able to keep peasants i n  o f  Eng land  she was 

condit ions of servitude, in  some cases into the twentieth the unconsc ious  tool 

century, without having  to central ise lordly extract ion .  of  h i story i n  b r i ng i ng  

about  that revo lut ion . '  

And beyond  Eu rope? Marx had expected Eu ropean 
colonia l ism to br ing capital ism to the rest of the world . 6 

However, colonia l  adm in istrat ions,  even as late as the 
1 920s and 30s, on ly ended up  re inforc ing the power of 
the local e l ites, who ruled, i n  different ways, over various 
agrar ian societies. Where those el ites d id  not exist , for 
example, in parts of sub-Saharan Africa, colonial powers 
des ignated certain i nd iv idua ls as "ch iefta i ns" ,  some­
t imes i nvent ing th is  ro le out of whole cloth. The point 
of colon ia l ism was not to proletarianise the populat ion ,  
i n it iat ing a transit ion to fu l ly capital ist social re lat ions.  
On the contrary, the point was to rei nforce exist i ng  
social relat ions i n  the countrys ide - p inn ing  "nat ives" 
down and then part ia l ly proletarian is ing them - in  order 
to secure the space and the labour  needed for l im ited 
projects of resou rce extract ion .  

D E V E LO P M E N T  A N D  LAT E  D E V E LO P M E N T  

I t  was on ly i n  Eng land that capital ist social relat ions 
emerged as an unanticipated development out of the 
o ld reg ime .  Here, c lass strugg le  i n  that context had 
a novel result .  After the Black Death ,  strong peasant 
commun it ies won formal freedom, but wel l -organised 
l o rds  secu red the r ight  to charge rent on the land 
peasants farmed . The latter became market-dependent 
for the fi rst t ime. There fo l lowed a veritable agr icu ltural 
revol ution, marked by the consol idation of land-hold ings 
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and an adopt ion of new techn i ques ,  as wel l  as the 7 Robert A l l en ,  Global 

g rowth of the  d iv is ion  of labou r in t he  countrys ide .  
Agr icultural productivity rose, and  that, i n  tu rn ,  fostered 
demograph ic g rowth and u rbanisat ion .  I t  was un l i ke 
what was happe n i n g  anywhe re e l se  i n  E u rope ,  o r  
anywhere else i n  t h e  world .  

This capital ist pattern of  development swelled the mi l itary 

Economic History: A 

Very Short In tro­

duction (ou P  2011) , 

p. 41 - a  m uch more 

i m portant book than 

i ts t i t le suggests .  

power of the state i n  Britain .  The resu lt ing European a Go ldner, 'Commun i sm  

power imbalance d rove a log ic of  territorial conquest i s  the M ater ia l  H u -

through which the  Brit ish Empire would eventual ly cover man Commun ity' . 

a q uarter of the Eart h 's landmass. In response ,  the  
absolut ist states of  continental Europe tried (and fai led) 
to rat ional ise the i r  emp i res, lead ing to fiscal and social 
crises, the most famous of which was the one that led 
to the French Revolut ion .  For e l ites outside of Britai n ,  
reg ime change thus  appeared a pol it ical necessity. Oth-
erwise, they were going to fal l  further behind it m i l itari ly, 
as was proven in the cou rse of the Napoleon ic wars. 
El ites had to figu re out how to introduce capital ist social 
relat ions by pol i t ical design - and as fast as poss ib le :  

"wh i le Britain d id not  have a pol icy to ' industrial ise' ,  most 
countries s ince have had a strategy to emu late its suc-
cess:'7 That strategy came to be known , at least in  the 
economics l iterature,  as " late development" .  

The key po int  i s  that ,  i n  the  m id -n i neteenth centu ry, 
late development was based on a l l iances between a 
capital ist c lass and o ld reg ime e l ites : " I ron  and Rye" .  
I n  fact, it was often u nclear whether  there was any 
separation in the first p lace between these classes, from 
which a l l iances m ight be concluded : the emergence 
of a bourgeois ie was often mere ly a part ia l  embour­
geoisement of a sect ion of the aristocracy. In regard 
to late deve lopment, "the decade of the 1 860s was 
a fundamental  conj unctu re .  I t  saw the us Civ i l  War, 
the un ificat ion of Germany, the un ificat ion of Italy, the 
Russian serf emancipat ion and the Meij i  Restorat ion i n  
Japan:'8 Wh i le  wars and  internal confl icts i n  the 1 860s 
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served to consol idate the power of el ites over territories, 9 Al len ,  Global Eco-

protect ion ism in  the 1 870s created a space for national 
i ndustry. I t  a lso preserved peasantr ies against g ra in  
imports from the Un ited States and Eastern Europe. 

Some of the countries where e l ites made power p lays 
on th is basis were able to catch up with Brita in ,  and 
thus  to jo i n  the c l ub  of rich countr ies :  " not on ly d id  
cont inental Europe and North America overtake Brit­
a in in  industr ial output between 1 870 and 1 9 1 3 , but 
they man ifestly jo ined it i n  technolog ical competence:'9 

However, the natu re of late development ensu red that 
o ld reg ime e l ites and the peasantry persisted.  On the 
cont inent ,  " i ndustr ia l isation proved to be compat ib le 
with the preservat ion of a f i rm ly entrenched agrarian 
ru l i ng  class and a dynastic state of a conservat ive and 
mi l itaristic stamp. It took place without the destruction of 
the peasantry as a class and gave opportun it ies for the 
emergence of prosperous peasant strata producing for 
the markef

, i o  The old reg ime went into decl ine in Europe 
on ly fo l lowing the Fi rst World War. Then , after l imping 
back onto the scene, it was decimated i n  the Second : 
o ld reg ime e l ites were f inal ly l i qu idated only by the Red 
Army, which - having al ready erad icated the Czar and 
the Russian aristocracy in the Civil War - now opened 
up  a path of s laughter that marched a l l  the way i nto 
Prussia, the heart of the old reg ime i n  Central Europe. 

Yet even then, the old reg ime persisted in  the rest of the 
world, strengthening itself by al ly ing with other classes 
i n  the anti-colon ial movements of the m idd le twentieth 
century. Without an internat ional war (on the scale of 
the World Wars), which m ight have un if ied nat ions and 
strengthened the hands of developmental ists, it proved 
d ifficu l t  to d is lodge such e l ites. The task of do ing so 
was made even more d ifficu l t  i n  the g lobal context of 
imperial ist intervent ions:  the us feared that any attempt 
at real land reform would lead inevitably to commun ist 
revo lut ion and reg ional contag ion .  And indeed, where 
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el ites were not defeated by commun ist revo lut ion ,  they 
managed to retain much of their contro l ,  both of pol it ics 
and of the economy. I t  is st i l l  the case, even today, that 
many nat ional econom ies in low- income countries are 
overseen by a few extended fam i l ies and the i r  ret inues. 

T H E P E R S I ST E N C E  OF T H E  P EASA N T RY 

It was i n  the context of " the persistence of the  o ld  1 1  For the best account  

of th i s  phenomenon ,  

see Arno M ayer, The 

reg ime" that the new industrial cit ies fi rst material ised 
in  cont inental Europe, i n  the second half of the n i ne­
teenth century. 1 1  I n  some places, cit ies emerged from 
the transformation of medieval towns;  elsewhere, con­
u rbat ions sprung up  where only v i l lages had been .  I n  
any  case, by  the end o f  the n i neteenth century, t he  

Persistence o f  the Old 

Regime (Pantheon 

1981) . 

speed of u rban isation was unprecedented . That was 12 It is i m portant to 

true in spite of the fact that ,  throughout  th is  per iod ,  note that it was  not  

there remained a substantial number of peasants. From 
g reat reservo i rs i n  the countrys ide,  peasants streamed 
i nto the towns - in a slow trickle or in  a torrent - either 
because they had lost their land due to expropr iat ion ,  
or  e lse because, on account of demographic growth ,  
the i r  parents d id not  have enough land to d iv ide among 
al l  of their descendants. 1 2  

Nevertheless, ind iv iduals were not only pushed into the 
cit ies; they were also drawn to them. Cit ies offered a 
real if partial emancipation from ru ral patriarchy, from the 
law of the father as we l l  as the lord.  The total depend­
ence of ch i ldren on the i r  fathers was grounded i n  the 
fact that land - not labou r - was the l im it ing productive 
factor in  ru ral areas, and so also the real source of social 
wealth .  Men had to inherit land from the i r  parents, or  to 
acqu i re it with their parents' resources; l i kewise, in  order 
to marry, women needed dowries, which only parents 
cou ld provide. That was the source of an overbear ing 
paternal power :  ch i ldren couldn't make decis ions about 
their own l ives. They couldn't afford to upset their fathers. 
The prospect of find ing work in  a nearby c ity d isrupted 
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that age-old relat ion : the autonomy of the young was 13 Rocker, Anarcho-

won via the wage. In that sense, capital ist social relations 
extended an exist ing feature of medieval cit ies, de l im it­
ing a zone of re lative freedom in  a world of strictu res. 

However, that freedom was secured only in  a situat ion 
of immense danger. The faci l it ies where proletar ians 
worked were hast i ly constructed . Their jobs requ i red 
them to handle lethal mach inery, with l itt le fresh a i r  or 
dayl ight. Capital ists found that they did not have to worry 

Syndicalism: Theory 

and Practic e - A n  

Introduction t o  a Sub­

ject Which the Span­

ish War Has Brought 

into Overwhelming 

Prominence [1937] (AK  

Press 2004) . 

about the worki ng condit ions they offered . For no mat- 14 The not ion that 

ter how bad those condit ions were, young proletarians, 
often fresh from the countrys ide,  st i l l  l i ned up for work; 
they even fought over it . I nternec ine confl icts emerged 
between peasants arriving from different v i l lages, speak­

ing mutual ly un intel l ig ible dialects of a national language, 
o r  d ifferent languages altogether. Capital ists p layed 
workers off one another  to secure low wages and a 
doci le workforce. The same sorts of confl icts and in­
f ight ing then emerged i n  pro letarian res idences. 

In  th is strange new world ,  laden with suffer ing ,  pro letar­
ian freedoms created open ings for self-destruct ion : " i f  
at the end of the week the worker had enough left to 
enable h im  to forget the hell he l ived in  for a few hours 
by gett ing drunk on bad l iquor, it was the most he could 
ach ieve. The inevitable consequence of such a state 
of affai rs was an enormous i ncrease in p rost itu t ion ,  
drunkenness, and cr ime:' 1 3 Households were always 
one step away from penu ry, and thus cou ld be pushed 
into begg ing ,  petty cr ime, or  sex work when one of the i r  
members became an alcoho l ic . 1 4 I n  the new industrial 
c ity it was easy to fall down and difficult to get up. That 
was al l  the more true,  i nsofar as moving to the cit ies 
meant cutt ing the t ies of support that existed in  rural 
commun ities. Nor were capital ists going to help workers 
survive : under condit ions of capita l ist compet it ion and 
an oversupply of labour, employers cou ldn ' t  afford to 
care whether any i nd iv idual  worker or fam i ly survived . 
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That was to be expected : after a l l ,  the working  class 15 Althou g h ,  in fact, 

would be emancipated only by the workers themselves. 1 5 ear ly l abour  leg  i s l  a-

And yet, contrary to the narrat ive of the workers' move­
ment, the development of the productive forces was not 
tend ing to strengthen the working class by g iv ing b i rth 
to the col lective worker. The workers' movement sup­
posed that th is col lective worker would be a byproduct 
of the factory :  it would stamp its un iversal form on its 
vict ims, ann ih i lat ing their relat ionships to the past (wh ich 
remained al l  around them, in  the form of v i l lages outside 
the city l im its) ; the class in- itself would then become the 
class for-itself. But that did not happen automat ical ly. 
Most workers were not even factory workers. And i n  
any  case, those who d id  work i n  factories were often 
d iv ided, not only by sk i l l ,  o r  posit ion with in  the d iv is ion 

of labour, but also by re l ig ion and customs. Many did 
not even speak the same language !  Lacking a basis 
for so l idarity, proletarians found it d ifficu lt  to convince 
the i r  co-workers to r isk their jobs for the g reater good 
by going on str ike. The working c lass was a class that 
tended to express itself not by strik ing ,  but by r iot ing .  

THE P E R S I S T E N C E  OF OLD R EG I M E  E L I T E S  

Periodic explosions of  u rban riots gave rise to  what was 
known as the "social q uest ion" .  What d id  the workers 
want? And what would it take to pacify them? In fact , it 
seemed, at fi rst, that there was no need to pacify work­
ers : as capital ists expanded production, their power over 
them only grew. Moreover, when proletarians did revolt, 
the ownersh ip class found that it could cal l  on the army 
and the pol ice to beat or  shoot them for d istu rb ing the 
peace. Against these repressive intervent ions, proletar­
ians had few resou rces on which to d raw. 

They needed to organ ise themselves. Accord ing to what 
became the p revai l i ng  revo lut ionary theory, workers 
needed to organise themselves to win r ights that wou ld 
help them in  their further struggle.  They needed the r ight 
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to assemble and the freedom of the press. They needed 16 These reforms had 

to force the army and the pol ice to remain neutral in 
the class strugg le . 1 6 To get al l that - so the theory 
went - workers needed power at the pol itical level : they 
needed to win the right to vote. On that basis, they could 
form a class party which would compete for power in 
nat ional e lections.  This pol it ical perspective was rein ­
forced a lmost everywhere by  the fai l u re of  alternatives: 
"Wh i le  strikes or iented toward extensions of suffrage 
were successfu l i n  Belg i um and Sweden ,  the use of 
mass stri kes for economic goals i nvariably resu lted i n  
po l i t ical d isasters : i n  Belg i um  i n  1 902  . . .  Sweden i n  
1 909 . . .  France in  1 920 . . . Norway i n  1 92 1  . . .  and  Great 
Britain in 1 926 . . .  Al l  these str ikes were defeated ; in the 
aftermath,  trade-un ions were decimated and repressive 
leg is lat ion was passed." 17 

The problem for workers, in trying the parliamentary route, 
was that the old reg ime contro l led pol i t ics. The lower 
classes were "not supposed to share . . .  the prerogatives 

noth i ng  to do with 

' reform ism '  -th e  

be l i ef that the work­

i ng  c lasses cou ld  

become fu l l  and 
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cap i ta l i st  po l i ty, t hus  

mak ing  revo l ut ion 

u n necessary. On  
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17 Adam Przeworsk i ,  

Capitalism and Social 

Democracy (Cam­

br idge 1985), p .  12 .  

of fu l l -f ledged human beings" ,  who made up  the e l ite. 1 8 1a  G.M.  Tamas,  'Te l l i n g  

There was a material basis underlying th is perspective : 
e l i tes feared that recogn is i ng  the  lower c lasses as 
equals ,  even formal ly, would undermine the basis of 
the i r  power in the countrys ide :  that power was based 
not on success in free markets, but rather, on strictly 
contro l l i ng  access to l im ited resou rces - inc lud ing the 

the Truth about  

C lass '  i n  Social­
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2006; ava i lab le  on 

g rund r isse .net .  

r ights to own land, and the r ights to m ine ,  log, or  g raze 19  'No land lord-

animals on that land - al l  of which was determined by 
el ite pr iv i leges. 1 9 

As it t u rned o ut ,  the  bourgeo is ie  i n  Eu rope d i d  not 
d isp lace those e l ites as the workers' movement had 
expected .  Instead , factory owners g rew up  with i n  the 
old reg ime, often taking on noble tit les. In  defend ing their  
i nterests, the ownersh ip  class appealed to pr iv i lege as 
much as l i beral economics.  There was a material basis 
underlying that perspective as wel l :  capital ists benefited 
from workers' lack of freedom. Part icu larly in  agr iculture 
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and in resource extract ion ,  a imed at i nternat ional mar­
kets , employers did not need workers to be ful ly free in 
order to make a profit. Plantation owners, engaged in  the 
production of all sorts of raw materials and agr icu ltural 
products, p rofited handsomely from the employment 
of s laves. On the Russian steppes, exported g ra in was 
produced by quasi-serfs. Thus, capital ist development 
d id  not automatical ly lead to the double freedom that 
Marx descr ibed as its foundat ion : workers were not 
transformed i nto formal ly free commod ity sel lers who 
also happened to be free of access to means of produc­
t ion .  On ly some workers obtained the economic r ight 
to sel l  the ir  labour-power; fewer ach ieved the pol it ical 
r ights of equal cit izens. 

The o ld reg ime had only contempt for workers' cal ls  
for fu l l  econom ic  and po l i t ical  equa l ity, argu i ng  that 
they d idn 't deserve it , for they lacked the self-control 
and independence that comes with own ing property. 
I n stead , pro letar ian ne ighbou rhoods were r i fe with 
unconvent ional and ecstat ic forms of re l ig ious bel ief. 
Drunks begged in the street, whi le in ports and pub l ic  
parks pro letar ian prost i tut ion and ma le homosexual­
i ty d isturbed ref ined sens ib i l i t ies. These indecencies 
became the subject matter of newspaper exposes; el ites 
gawked and laughed at the lawlessness and penury of 
proletarian l ife. Pol it ical ly-m inded workers could see that 
these were problems, not just for the i r  i mage, but also 
for their capacity to organ ise : how were workers go ing 
to win the vote - let a lone abol ish class society - if they 
could not even keep the i r  own houses in order? 

T H E  A F F I R M AT I O N  O F  A CLASS I D E N T I T Y  

I n  order  to abo l ish  c lass society, workers needed to 
win reforms, and i n  order to do that, they fi rst needed 
to present themselves as capable and worthy of power. 
The d ifficu lty they faced was twofo ld .  In the cit ies, work­
ers had to acc l imatise to dangerous condit ions of l ife . 
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Coming from different v i l lages (and having such d iverse 
experiences), they had to figu re out how to organise 
together. Meanwhi le ,  in newly-constructed l iberal states, 
workers faced the hatred of the i r  social betters, who 
were looking for any excuse to exc lude them from civi l 
society. I n  response to these problems, the workers' 
movement constituted itself as a project : p ro letarians 
wou ld f ight for their r ight to exist. They wou ld  show that 
there was d ign ity and pr ide in being a worker ;  the work­
ers' cu l ture was superior to that of other social c lasses. 
Er ic Hobsbawm suggests that "no term is harder to 
analyse than ' respectabi l ity' i n  the m id-n ineteenth cen­
tury working class, for it expressed s imu ltaneously the 
penetrat ion of m idd le-class values and standards, and 
a lso the att i tudes without which workin g  c lass se lf­
respect wou ld have been d ifficu l t  to ach ieve, and a 
movement of co l lective strugg le  imposs ib le  to bu i l d : 
sobriety, sacrifice, the postponement of g ratificat ion" .20 

This m id-century not ion of respectabi l ity then matured 
i nto the more developed programs and projects of the 
late-n ineteenth and early-twent ieth century workers 
movement in a l l  its forms :  as social ist and commun ist 
part ies ,  as anarch ist un ions ,  and as assorted other  
revolut ionary forces. 

Support ing workers' claims to respectabi l ity was a vision 
of the i r  dest iny, with five tenets : 

( 1 ) Workers were bu i ld ing a new world with the i r  own 
hands. (2) In th is  new world ,  workers were the on ly  
soc ia l  g roup that was expand i ng ; whereas a l l  other 
g roups were contract i ng ,  i nc l ud i ng  the bourgeo is ie .  
(3)  Workers were not  on ly becom ing  the majority of  
the popu lat ion ; they were a lso becoming a compact 
mass, the col lective worker, who was be ing dr i l led i n  
t he  factories to act in  concert with the mach ines. (4) 
They were thus the on ly  g roup  capable of manag ing 
the new world i n  accordance w i th  i ts  i nnermost log ic :  
ne i ther  a h ie rarchy of order-g ivers and o rde r-takers, 
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nor the i rrat ional ity of market fluctuat ions, but rather, an 21 Th is  l ast tenet 

ever more f inely-grained d iv is ion of labour. (5) Workers sometimes expressed 

were prov ing this vision to be true, s i nce the class was 
real is ing what it was in a conquest of power, the ach ieve­
ment of wh ich wou ld make it poss ib le to abol ish class 
society, and thus to br ing man's preh istory to a close.2 1  

Th i s  v i s i on  wasn ' t  somet h i n g  i m p l anted from the  
ou ts i de ,  t ransfo rm i ng  a reform ist movement  i nto a 
revo lut ionary one .  To m uster the w i l l  to take r isks and 
make sacrif ices, workers needed to be l ieve i n  a bet­
ter wor ld that was al ready i n  the process of real is ing 

a w i l l  to see  the pro­

letar iat become the 

only class; at other 

t imes ,  i t  expressed a 

w i l l  to see a l l  c lasses 

abo l i shed and work­

i n g  t ime  dramat i ­

ca l ly  red u ced (see 

afterword). 

i tse lf . The i r  v ictory was supposed ly  g u aranteed : i t  22 False consc iousness 

was a h istor ical necessity but ,  paradoxical ly, a lso a supposed ly h i d  the 

pol i t ical project. I t  is  precisely the s imp l ic ity and self- c lass from itself ,  but 

evidence of these tenets, the i r  i mmed iate appeal, that 
exp la ins the  movement's exponent ia l  g rowth i n  t he  
years between 1 87 5  and 1 92 1 .  

As mentioned above, at the heart of the workerist v is ion 
lay a myth ic  fig u re :  the col lective worker - the class 
in-and-for-itself, the class as un if ied and knowing its 
un ity, born with in the space of the factory. The col lective 
worker was presupposed in  workers' organ is ing and 
posited through that organ is ing effort. But ,  to a large 
extent, the collective worker did not exist outside of the 
movement's attempts to construct it.22 The theor ists of 
the labour movement cou ld never have adm itted that 
th is  was the case. They spoke of the factory system as 
if it came from the future: the development of the factory 
system was supposedly a consequence of the "progres­
s ive social isat ion of the process of product ion" ,  which 
created "the germs of the futu re socia l  order" . 23 I t was 
expected that the social ised factory system wou ld  also 
prepare the workers for a social ist existence, transform­
ing them from a d isparate set of working classes, into a 
un ified fight ing force - the industrial proletariat - dr i l led 
on  the factory floor. 
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I n  real i ty, th is  transformation d id not take p lace auto- 24 Przeworsk i ,  Capita/-

matical ly. The factory system was not a t ime-traveler  ism and Social De-

f rom the future. I t  was the form production took with in  mocracy, p .  20. 

developed capital ist societies. As such, it embodied 
not the "actual un ity" of a world to come, but rather the 
un ity- i n-separat ion of th is world. The factory system, i n  
itself, d id  no t  tend to un ify the workforce i n  a way that 
benefited workers engaged in strugg le - or, at least, it 
d id not do that exc lusively. Capital ist development may 
have d issolved some pre-exist ing d ifferences among 
workers,  but it rei nforced o r  created other d iv is ions ,  
especial ly as these emerged from the d iv is ion of labour 
(that is ,  mostly around ski l l ,  but a lso around d iv is ions 
of tasks by " race" and gender, as wel l  as accord ing to 
seniority, language, reg ion of or ig in ,  etc) . 

Meanwh i le ,  outside of the factory gates, workers con­
t inued to stand in  confl ict with one another. They had to 
look out for themselves, as wel l  as the i r  ki n :  "S im i larity 
of class posit ion does not necessarily result in sol idarity 
s ince the interests which workers share are precisely 
those which put them i n  competit ion with one another, 
pr imar i ly as they b id down wages in quest of employ­
ment" . 24 Given that there were never enough jobs for 
everyone (the existence of a surp lus popu lat ion was 
a structural feature of societies bu i lt around capital ist 
exploitation) , a l legiances of rel ig ion ,  " race" ,  and " nation" 
made it poss ib le for some workers to get ahead at the 
expense of others. As long as workers were not a l ready 
organ ised on a class basis - and there was no pre-g iven, 
structural necessity for them to be so organised - they 
had a real i nterest in maintain i ng  the i r  i nd iv idual ity, as 
wel l  as the i r  extra-class a l legiances. 

This was the melee i nto which the workers' movement 
t h rew itself .  The m ovement encouraged workers to 
forget their specif ic ity and a l l  that supposedly came 
from the past. Workers should turn their gaze towards 
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the futu re ; they shou ld act ively merge into the general- 25 See the addendum to 

ity of the col lective worker. Here was the essence of 
the workers' movement. Trade un ions and chambers of 

th i s  part, p .  103 be low. 

labour, as wel l  as social organisat ions, brought proletar- 26 The us  presents 

ians together on the basis of trades, neighbourhoods or on ly  a part ia l  excep-

hobbies. A general workers' interest was then cobbled 
together out of these local organisat ions.  The Social 
Democrat ic and Commun ist part ies and the Anarch ist 
federat ions i nstant iated the co l lective worker at the 
nat ional leve l .  

These organ isat ions cou ld  not  have succeeded in  the i r  
tasks without ,  at  the same t ime,  re ly ing on an aff i rm­
able class ident ity. I nsofar as they made sacrifices in  
the name of  the labour  movement, workers general ly 
were not act i ng  in the i r  i m med iate i nterests. To say 
that they aff irmed a shared ident ity is to say that the 
movement succeeded in convincing workers to suspend 
their i nterests as isolated sel lers in  a competitive labour 
market, and,  i nstead , to act out of a commitment to the 
col lective project of the labour  movement. 

To the extent that workers were wi l l i ng  to bel ieve that 
hav ing  so l idarity was mora l ly  necessary, they were 
able to real ise - part ia l ly and fitfu l ly - the slogan that 

"an i nj u ry to one is an inj u ry to a l l " .  This phrase never 
described a preexist ing truth about the working class ; 
it was, i nstead , an eth ical  i nj u nct ion .  But i nsofar as 
workers accepted th is injunct ion, the i r  interests as indi­
viduals began to change: those interests were simpl ified , 
narrowed, or even whol ly redefined, but also part ial ly 
fulf i l led . 25 By th is means, competit ion between workers 
was muted , but on ly for as long as the shared eth ic  and 
identity could be preserved. 

I n  that sense, the workers' movement was an apparatus, 
an u rban mach ine ,  which bound workers together and 
kept them so bound.26 Such b ind ing did not on ly hap­
pen in  the factories : 
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This remained one of the Left's most perdur ing m is­
recognit ions:  ' labour movements' imp l ied a social ism 
beginn ing from the workplace, centred on strikes, and 
borne by m i l itant working men ; yet those movements 
were actual ly more broad ly founded,  also requ i ring 
women's efforts in  households, ne ighbourhoods, and 
streets. 27 

The col lective worker was cobbled together in towns, 
th rough an array of popu lar workers' organ isat ions :  
workers' "savings banks, health and pension funds, news­
papers, extramu ral popular academ ies, workingmen 's 
clubs, l ibraries, choi rs, brass bands, engage intel lectuals, 
songs, novels, ph i losophical t reatises, learned jou rnals, 
pamph lets, we l l -entrenched local governments ,  tem­
perance societies - al l  w i th  the i r  own mores, manners 
and styles" . 28 Through these means, proletarians were 
made to forget that they were Corsican or Lyonnais; they 
became workers. The class came to exist as an abstract 
identity that could be affi rmed , d ign ified and proud .  

Th is is how the workers' movement solved the problems 

q u ick ly arose i n  us  

c i t i es  to manage the 

wh ite ma le vote a long 

the l i nes of  eth n i c ,  

re l i g i o us  and re­

g i ona l  i dent ity. These 

structures were on ly 

shaken i n  the 1920s,  

when the tap of im ­

m i g rat ion  was turned 

off ,  and us  i n d ustry 

for the f i rst t ime 

began to d raw on i t s  

own ru ral h i nterland .  

I t  was on ly  dur i ng  th i s  

per iod of t ight  im­

m i g rat i on ,  f rom 1932 

to 1974, that the us  

came to  approx imate 

a Eu ropean soc ia l  

democracy. 

of acc l imat is ing the constant flow of new ru ral-u rban 21 Geoff E ley, Forging 

mig rants to the i ndustr ia l  c i t ies ,  and of making them 
respectable .  Respectab i l ity i nvo lved th ree operat ions .  
( 1 ) The movement sp read new behav io u ra l  codes ,  
e i ther  appropr iated f rom bourgeois cu l ture ,  o r  d i rectly 
opposed to it (heterosexual fam i ly norms, temperance). 
(2) The movement p rovided a sense of commun ity, to 
help workers overcome the social d is locat ion i nvo lved 
i n  m ig rat i ng  to c i t ies .  Comm u n ity organisat ions re i n ­
forced the new codes wh i le  prov id ing  for the sp i r i tual  
needs of their  members. And (3) the movement bu i lt 
u p  inst i tut ions that supported workers' strugg les to 
transform their material s i tuat ion - and to prevent i nd i ­
v idua ls  or  fam i l ies from fal l i ng  i n to  d is repute (un ions 
and parties fought not  on ly for  better wages and cond i ­
t ions ,  but a lso for pub l ic  hea l th  intervent ions ,  welfare 
schemes, p rovis ions for the old and s ick, and so on) .  
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The fi rst two of these operat ions supported the th i rd ,  29 I b i d .  

whi le it was the th i rd that brought the class in to  confl ict 
with the legal and pol it ical frameworks of the era. The 
workers were compel led to struggle "against throne and 
altar, for un iversal suffrage, for the right to organise and 
to str ike" . 29 It was necessary to take r isks and make 
sacrifices, but both cou ld now be justif ied through the 
movement's self-understanding - as a moral commun ity, 
fight ing to establ ish a better world, gu ided by the l ights 
of rat ional production and equ itable d istri but ion .  

THE PAST IN T H E P R E S E N T  

I n  truth t h i s  moral commun ity was an  ad  hoc  construe- 30  Hobsbawm,  Age of 

t ion, supported by a beautifu l d ream. It was far from an Empire, p .  1 19 . 
i ronclad real ity :  "what, from one point of view, looked l i ke 
a concentrat ion of men and women in a s ing le 'working 31 Quoted in G eoff E l ey, 

class ' ,  cou ld be seen from another as a g igantic scat- Forging Democracy, 

ter ing of the fragments of societies, a d iaspora of o ld p .  78 .  

and new commun ities:' 30 Workers retained or preserved 
their  l i nks to the past, and d id  so in many d ifferent ways. 
Trad it ional art isan gu i lds shaded into the un ions, ethn ic  
and re l ig ious groups set themselves up in  the new cities, 
and most new workers retained l i nks to peasant fami l ies. 

Wh i le  workers d i d  not so eas i ly forget the i r  l i n ks to 
the o ld commun it ies, movement act ivists i ncreas ing ly 
viewed those l i nks as an obstacle :  "world h istory cannot 
be tu rned back" , procla imed the German Metalwork­
e rs U n ion  (DMV), "for the  sake of the  kn ife-gr i nde rs"  
and the i r  craft mental ity. 3 1 However, i n  many cases the 
cu l ture of  so l idarity that activ ists were try ing to bu i ld  
re l ied precisely on such ho ldovers, forged through the 
experiences of peasants and art isans. The idea that 
work was d ign ified - that one should ident ify with one's 
essence - was itself an i nheritance from art isans. The 
movement tr ied to t ransfer the bonds of the craft work­
ers over to the "mass workers" ,  that is ,  the semi-sk i l led 
workers in  the factories, who were supposed to ident ify 
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with the class as a whole ,  whi le denying any attempt to 32 I b i d . ,  p. 78-79. 

preserve the i r  specific t rades. 

Resistance to the p roject of the workers' movement 
often took place on th is bas is ;  a confl ict thus opened 
up between the class and i ts organ isat ions. It was often 
workers res ist ing incorporat ion i nto the general ity of 
the col lective worker who undertook the most m i l itant 
act ions.  I n  many places the most rad ical cu rrent of the 
workers' movement was associated - against the pre­
vai l i ng  theory of the Social Democrats - with a defense 
of shopfloor autonomy, that is ,  with the r ight of workers 
to make decisions about the organisat ion of product ion,  
even when those decis ions slowed the development 
of the productive forces. Confl ict was apparent i n  rap­
id ly g rowing cities l i ke Sol ingen ,  in western Germany: 

"Where g roups l i ke the Sol ingen cut lery gr inders c lung 
to o lder idea ls of a local ly rooted cooperative common­
wealth based on craft autonomy, the new DMV strateg ists 
[that is ,  the strateg ists at the German Metalworkers 
Un ion]  celebrated techn ical p rogress, mass material 
improvement, and an industr ial un ion ism proper to the 
structures of a cont inuously rat ional is ing capital ism" . 32 

Social ists and commun ists d id  not see that it was only 
i nsofar as workers had a hand i n  determin ing  how pro­
duct ion took place that they were able to ident ify with 
their work as what defined who they real ly were. Once 
that r ight and its corresponding experience disappeared, 
so did the workers' ident ity. 

A D D E N D U M  ON T H E  LU M P E N - PROLETARIAT 

33 ' M i sery and Debt' ,  We have referred elsewhere to the surplus popu lat ion 
Endnotes 2, Apr i l  2010. as the extreme embodiment of capital 's contrad ictory 

dynamic.33 What is the relationsh ip between the surplus 
popu lat ion and the l umpen-proletariat? Are they one 
and the same? Whereas Marx expounds on the surp lus 
populat ion ,  at length , i n  Capital, he does not refer to 
the l umpen-proletariat at a l l  i n  that work ;  he uses the 
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phrase only in h is pol itical writ ings. How did the " lumpen" 
become such a popular topic, among revo l ut ionaries, 
i n  the course of the twentieth century? 

As it tu rns out, " l umpen proletariat" was a key category 
for the workers' movement, and part icu larly for Marxists, 
i n  the ir  Social Democrat ic and Bolshevik variants. Marx­
ists were always hur l i ng curses at perceived l umpen 
proletarians and anarch ists a l ike ,  so much so that the 
two categories blended together. Accord ing to Rosa 
Luxemburg in  The Mass Strike, "Anarch ism has become 
in  the [ 1 905] Russian Revolut ion ,  not the theory of the 
strugg l ing proletariat, but the ideolog ical s ignboard of 
the counterrevolut ionary l umpenpro letariat ,  who, l i ke a 
school of sharks, swarm in the wake of the batt lesh ip  
of  the revolut ion:' 34 

Who were these l umpen proletarians, preach ing anar­
chy? Attempts to spell that out usually took the form not 
of structu ral analyses, but rather, of long l ists of shady 
characters, l ists wh ich col lapsed in on themselves i n  
a frenzied incoherence. Here is Marx's parad igmatic 
d iscussion of the lumpen proletariat, from The 1 8th Bru­
maire of Louis Bonaparte : "On the pretext of founding a 
benevolent society, the l umpen proletariat of Paris had 
been organised i nto secret sect ions, each sect ion led 
by Bonapartist agents" .  These lumpens supposedly con­
sisted of "vagabonds, d ischarged sold iers and jai lb i rds, 
escaped ga l ley s laves, swind le rs ,  mountebanks, laz­
zaron i ,  p ickpockets, tricksters, gamblers, p imps, brothel 
keepers, porters, l iterat i ,  o rgan gr i nders, ragp ickers, 
kn ife gr inders ,  t inkers, beggars - in short, the whole 
indefin ite, d is integ rated mass, th rown h ither and th ither, 
which the French cal l  /a boheme."35 Is there any truth in  
th is paranoid fantasy? Do escaped convicts and organ 
grinders share a common, counter-revol utionary interest 
with beggars, which d ist ingu ishes them from the com­
mon mass of workers, who are apparently revo lut ionary 
by nature? To th ink  so is insane. 

104 



36 Hobsbawm,  Age of 

Empire, p. 140. 

37 Kautsky, The Class 

Struggle (1 892), 

chapter 5 ,  ava i lab le  

on marx ists .org .  

A History of Separation 

The l u m pen pro letar iat was a spectre, haunt ing the  
workers' movement. If that movement constituted itself 
as the movement for the d ign ity of workers, then the 
lumpen was the figure of the undign ified worker (or more 
accurately, the l umpen was one of its figu rat ions) .  Al l  
of the movement's efforts to g ive d ign ity to the class 
were supposed ly undermined by these d issolute f igures: 
drunks s ing ing in  the street, petty crim inals and prost i­
tutes.  References to the l umpen proletariat reg istered 
what was a s imp le  truth : it was d ifficu l t  to convince 
workers to organise as workers, since mostly, they didn't 
care about social ism : "a g reat many of the poor, and 
especial ly the very poor, did not th ink  of themselves 
o r  behave as ' p ro letar ians,' o r  fi nd the organisat ions 
and modes of act ion of the movement as appl icable or  
relevant to them:' 36 I n  the i r  free t ime,  they'd rather go 
to the pub than s ing workers' songs. 

I n  the figu re of the l umpen ,  we d iscover the dark under­
s ide of the affi rmat ion of the working class. It was an 
ab id i ng  c lass-hat red .  Workers saw themselves as 
orig i nat i ng  out of a st i n ki ng  morass : "At the t ime of 
the beg inn ing  of modern industry the term proletariat 
imp l ied absolute degeneracy. And there are persons 
who bel ieve th is is sti l l  the case."37 Moreover, capital ism 
was t ry ing to push workers back i nto the muck. Thus, 
the cr is is tendencies of capital ism could on ly end in 
one of two ways : i n  the victory of the working class or 
i n  i ts becoming l umpen .  
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2 TH E I N FRASTRU CTU R E  O F  TH E M O D E R N  WO R L D  

The workers cou ld  have fai led in  the i r  essay to defeat 
the o ld reg ime ;  we've certa in ly dwel led on the many 
obstacles that they faced .  But i n  spite of a l l  that ,  the 
movement was successfu l in achieving some of i ts goals. 
The labour movement shaped h istory (if not always as it 
had i ntended). That it  did so, we argue, had everyth ing 
to  d o  w i th  t he  e m e rgence  of infrastructural indus ­
tries,  that i s ,  i ndustr ies produc ing goods whose use 
depended on the construction of massive networked 
infrastructures:  roads, electricity g rids, p lumb ing ,  rad io 
towers, etc. 

If the persistence of the old reg ime set the scene or 
provided the stage on which the workers' movement 
was born, then these infrastructu ral industries suppl ied 
the d ramatic act ion .  It was in  and through their g rowth 
that the d rama of the workers' movement p layed out. 
These new industr ies came onl ine just as those of the 
fi rst industrial revolut ion - e.g. ,  food processing, text i les, 
i ronworks and rai l roads - were matur ing .  Taking the i r  
p lace at  the lead ing edge,  the i nfrastructu ral industr ies 
inc luded,  at fi rst, everyth ing to do with e lectrificat ion 
and steel :  safety razors, s l iced bread, rad ios, and preci­
s ion mach ines. There fo l lowed the heyday of so-cal led 

"Fordism " :  cars, refr igerators, washing mach ines, and al l  
manner of consumer du rables. Altogether, these indus­
tries employed huge masses of semi-ski l led workers. 

It was because they employed so many workers, and 
made their employment so central to the funct ion ing of 
the wider economy, that the infrastructural industr ies 
determ ined the course of the workers' movement. The 
g rowth of these industr ies meant that, for a t ime, the 
development of the productive forces real ly d id swel l  the 
size and power of the industrial workforce. Workers were 
also un if ied with in  massive factory complexes, which 
employed thousands of them at a t ime.  Development 
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therefore seemed to represent the g rowing strength 
of the pro letar iat and the shr i nk ing  relevance of its 
o ld-world enemies. 

However, th is g rowth in  un ity and power tu rned out to 
be a temporary phenomenon.  Both were washed away 
in the 1 970s, as industr ial isat ion became de industri­
a l isat ion .  Meanwh i le ,  the expansion of infrastructural 
i ndustr ies did not un ify the wider c lass as expected .  
On  the contrary, it deepened the imbricat ion of the 
proletariat with in  the un ity- i n-separat ion of capital ist 
social re lat ions. Un ity- in-separat ion was, at fi rst , merely 
a formal feature of market exchange.  But over time, th is 
formal featu re was "realised" in the transformation of the 
earth - a mess of steel and g lass, concrete and asphalt, 
h igh-tension wires - taking place not only with in  the 
space of the factory, but also beyond the facto ry gates. 

I N FRAST R U CT U RAL I N D U S T R I ES,  S E M I -S K I L L E D  W O R K E R S  

Production in  infrast ructu ral i ndustries was not tenden- 1 On Marx's theory 

t ia l ly automated . That made these industries un l i ke the see ' M isery and Debt '  

ones Marx was th inking of i n  h is  famous fragment on 
mach ines:  once chemical plants had been constructed, 
for example ,  they mostly needed to be maintained or 
mon itored . Un l ike chem icals product ion ,  the industries 
of the second industrial revo lut ion requ i red huge quanti­
t ies of labour, not on ly for the construct ion of the plants, 
but also, once constructed, for the assembly of goods. 
The resu lt was, from the standpoint  of Marx's theory, 
a whol ly unexpected support for the g rowth of labour  
demand. 1 On that basis, two waves of  strong industrial 
employment g rowth took place in  the 1 00 years after 
M arx's death : from the 1 880s  to 1 9 1 4 , then again 
f rom the 1 950s to 1 973. Both the f in-de-siecle upturn 
and the postwar boom seemed to conf i rm workers' 
sense that the fate of capital and of labour  were t ied 
together :  accumu lat ion of capital was mu lt ip l icat ion of 
the proletariat. 

A History of Separation Part 2: Infrastructure 
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This proletariat was, increasing ly, a respectable class. 
It became respectable i n  the figu re of the male, semi­
skilled, heavy industrial worker (which is not to say that 
al l  such workers were male, only that they were imagined 
to be so, ideal ly) . This figu re became hegemonic i n  the 
course of the workers' movement :  l i ke the art isan, he 
real ly could defi ne h imself in  re lat ion to h is  work.  That 
was because - at least unt i l  the 1 960s, when the loss 
of shopfloor autonomy reached a t ipping point - he was 
able to see h is  work as a source of g rowing col lective 
power. He provided a model for the rest of the class : 
what it cou ld be, what it was becoming .  

Semi-ski l led workers not  on ly  provided a mode l ,  they 
also had a measure of secu rity denied to other mem­
bers of the c lass. They were d ifficu l t  to replace on a 
moment's notice, and they set in motion huge quant i­
t ies of f ixed capital ,  wh ich were worth less when left 
id le .  That security provided a f irm basis from which to 
f ight for freedoms for the class as a whole.  The t ime of 
the workers' movement was s imp ly the t ime of the rise 
and decl ine of the semi-ski l led male worker and of the 
industr ies where he worked. Together they made it pos­
sible to imagine that capital was tendential ly un ifying the 
class by means of an affi rmable workers' identity. But 
it was only insofar as those industries were expand ing 
that the workers' movement cou ld  see the sem i-ski l led 
worker as its futu re being real ised in  the present. Once 
those industr ies went into decl ine ,  the g lorious future 
decl ined as wel l .  

T H E R O L E  O F  T H E STAT E 

But we wi l l  come to that later. For now, it is important 
to point out that, on the cont inent, the new industr ies 
emerg ing in  this era d id so only i n  the context of late 
development. As we saw above, late development was 
rooted in a l l iances between aristocrat ic and capital ist 
e l ites. Those a l l iances a l lowed European powers to 
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i nst itute "the American system" . 2 The American sys­
tem had four essential components. Late-deve lop ing 
reg imes had to : ( 1 ) erect external  tar i ffs to p rotect 
infant industr ies ; (2) abol ish internal tariffs and support 
infrastructure bu i ld ing ,  to un ify the nat ional market ; (3) 
fund big banks, both to stabi l ise i nflat ion and provide 
a boost to nat ional capital format ion ; and (4) i nstitute 
publ ic education programmes, to consol idate al leg iance 
to the state, standardise the nat ional  language,  and 
promote l iteracy (l iteracy was a prerequ isite for a lot of 
semi-sk i l led factory work, as we l l  as office work) .  

Late development commenced in  the 1 860s and early 
1 870s. Then, i n  the course of the Fi rst Great Depres­
s ion ( 1 873-96), many states d ropped pretenses to 
Manchestertum ; they began to i ntervene extens ively in 
national economies. That they d id so made it possib le to 
bu i ld  a vast i nfrastructure,  on which the new industries 
ran . Here were the canals, rai l roads and telegraph wires ; 
here, too, the roads, te lephone wires, gas l i nes, p l umb­
ing ,  and e lectrical gr ids.  At fi rst, th is  i nfrastructure was 
one d imensional : rai l roads and canals cut through the 
landscape. Then, it became increas ing ly two (or even 
th ree) d imensional : networks of roads,  e lectrical gr ids 
and rad io towers covered ent i re areas. 

These latter necessitated some sort of u rban p lann ing .  
For  example ,  the lay ing down of tram l i nes was associ­
ated with the separat ion out, on the one hand , of working 
class ne ighbourhoods, and on the other hand, of indus­
tr ial zones (it was no longer the case that workers had 
to l ive with in  walk ing d istance of the i r  p laces of work) . 3 

Such res ident ia l  and commercia l  d i str icts had to be 
designated in  advance, when the infrastructure was la id. 

This so rt of unde rtak i n g  was often too d ifficu lt for 
capita l ists, and not on ly because of the huge scale of 
investment requ i red.  To bui ld a massive infrastructu re 
requ i res an army of p lanners :  to promote a wide reach,  
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to prevent wasteful dupl ication and to decide on industry 
standards. That meant a g rowing ro le for the state, as 
the only part of society capable of becoming adequate 
to this task - the task of p lann ing society. Late develop­
ment occurred alongside a burgeon ing state apparatus, 
at once more central ised and more d ispersed than ever 
before (although this apparatus remained relatively smal l 
unt i l  the World Wars spu rred its g rowth). 

The changed ro le of the state d ramatical ly transformed 
proletarian visions of communism. In Marx's theory, there 
had been no ro le for the state to p lay, e ither before or 
after the revo lut ion .  Free-market capital ism was to be 

4 Ernest Mandel ,  ' Kar l  

M arx'  i n  John Eatwe l l  

et a l . ,  eds . ,  The New 

Pa/grave Marxian 

Economics (Norton 

1990). 

5 Fr iedr ich  Enge l s ,  

Origins of the Family, 

Private Property and 

the State, 1884 (MECW 

26) p .  272. 

replaced by social ism : that is ,  the "conscious p lann ing  & Kautsky, The Class 

of production by associated producers (nowhere does Struggle. This was of 

Marx say :  by the state):'4 Marx's model of p lann ing  was course the thes is  that 

not the state, but the workers' cooperat ive on the one Pannekoek and Len i n  

hand, and the  joint-stock company on the  other. Likewise, contested .  

Engels famous ly suggested i n  Origins of the Family, 
Private Property and the State that after the revo lut ion ,  
the state was to f ind i ts place in "a museum of ant iqu ities, 
by the side of the sp inn ing-wheel and the bronze axe:' 5 

Neither anticipated the massive ro le that states wou ld  
p lay i n  the near  futu re,  i n  capital ist societies. Nor  d id  
they therefore ant ic ipate the ro le  the state wou ld  p lay 
in the social ist imag inary. Here's Kautsky :  

Among the social organisations i n  existence today 
there is but one that has the requis ite d imensions, that 
can be used as the requ isite f ie ld ,  for the establ ish­
ment and development of the Social ist or Co-operative 
Commonwealth ,  and that is the modern state. 6 

State-led i nfrastructu ral development revealed the i rra­
t ional ity of capital ,  but in a part icu lar way. It seemed 
i rrat ional to consume commod it ies private ly when they 
ran on an effic ient pub l ic  i nfrastructure. Why sel l  cars 
to ind iv iduals, when it was possib le to bu i ld  networks of 
col lectively ut i l ised trams? Why not just plan everyth ing? 
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Socia l ism became a v is ion of the end less extens ion 7 Th is  v i s ion  of the 

of the state - from part ia l ly to total ly planned society. 7 total p lann i ng  of 

soc iety, as opposed 

This new vision generated debates among revolut ion- to i ts part ia l  p lan n i n g ,  

aries: how wou ld  th is total p lanner state come about, somehow m i rrors the 

through nat ional isat ion or social isat ion? Wou ld  every- v i s ion  accord i ng  to 

th ing be d i rected from above, by national parl iaments, or wh ich  the workers 

would it be necessary to whol ly replace that bourgeois obta i n  not a port i on ,  

apparatus with one more appropriate to proletarians, for but  the fu l l  val ue  of 

example, a federation of workers' un ions? In either case, the products of the i r  

the problem was to figure out how separate un its - sti l l  labou rs .  

organ ised around economic act ivity, and thus su rviv-
ing more or less intact from the capital ist era - would a Adam Przeworsk i ,  

exchange their  products with one another, whi le putt ing Capitalism and Social 

aside a port ion of the i r  output for the g rowth of the Democracy, p .  33 .  

productive apparatus .  Of course, automat ion wou ld  
eventual ly so lve these problems, bu t  what about in  the 
meant ime? There were no easy answers : 

On the one hand, as Korsch . . .  Wigforss . . .  and others 
pointed out ,  d i rect control of part icu lar f irms by the 
immed iate producers wou ld  not remove the antago­
n ism between prod ucers and consumers, that is ,  
workers i n  other f irms. On the other  hand ,  t ransfer 
to central ised control of the state wou ld  have the 
effect of replac ing the private authority of capital by 
the bureaucrat ic authority of the government.8 

How one saw the future role of the state affected one's 
strategy in the present. Is the state a committee for 
manag ing  the affai rs of the bourgeois ie ,  o r  a neutral 
instrument, reflect ing the balance of class forces? This 
question was not merely theoretical .  A l l iances between 
I ron and Rye seemed to suggest the state cou ld  str ike 
a balance between classes. Wou ld  it be possib le ,  then,  
for the working class to enter the fray, to reform capital­
ism on the way - or as the way - to social ism? Such 
debates gave rise to fundamental spl its with in  the work­
ers' movement, and later, to its fragmentat ion .  
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T H E  C O N TA I N E R  O F  T H E  N AT I O N  

The workers' movement was born not on ly in the context 9 Enge ls  had written 

of a growing role of the state, but also of the nat ion : about those wars 

la te development  was national de velopment. That 
exp la ins why, when the Great War arr ived, socia l ists 
were largely w i l l i ng  to jettison the i r  i nternat iona l i sm .  
They j ust if ied the i r  support for war  by reference to the 
movement 's success, fo l lowing the wars of nat ional 
conso l idat ion in the 1 860s and 70s.9 Most assumed 
that the return of war merely presaged another wave of 
national consol idat ion,  which would remix the interstate 
framework and set up the cond i t ions for the fu rther 
expans ion  of the  i n d u str ia l  p ro letar iat .  By support­
i ng  the war effort, workers would prove themselves 
respectable. They would inch closer to power, or maybe 
even obta in it for the fi rst t ime ,  d u ri ng  the next cycle 
of economic g rowth .  

Luxemburg bemoaned th is interpretat ion of  the war i n  
he r  Junius Pamphlet. She saw - almost un iquely among 
Social Democrats - that the 1 9 1 4 war would be d iffer­
ent :  it would be a long one,  and it would leave massive 
destruct ion i n  its wake. She scolded her comrades for 
the i r  fai l u re to understand the chang ing natu re of war: 
"Today war does not funct ion as a dynam ic method of 
procur ing for r is ing young capital ism the precond it ions 
of i ts ' nat ional '  deve lopment. War has th is  character 
only i n  the isolated and fragmentary case of Serbia:• 1 0 

The imp l icat ion was that war real ly had functioned that 
way in the past. 

Indeed, in the 1 860s and 70s wars of national consol ida­
tion had ushered in a period of rapid growth for the labour 
movement. Social  Democrat ic part ies and Anarch ist 
federations were founded throughout Europe (and even 
beyond,  e .g .  in Argentina). Movement strategists knew 
the i r  success was tied to the framework of the nat ion .  
I f  the accumu lat ion of capita l  was the m u lt ip l icat ion 

Endnotes 4 
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(MECW 27) p .  506. 

10 Rosa Luxembu rg ,  The 

Junius Pamphlet, 19 15 .  
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of the proletariat, then the strength of the nat ion was 1 1  Er ic  Hobsbawm, Age 

the degree of organ isat ion of its working class : "the of Capital (Vintage 

alternative to a 'nat ional '  pol it ical consciousness was 1 996) p .  93. 

not, i n  p ract ice, 'working  c lass i nternat ional i sm ' ,  but 
a sub-pol it ical consciousness which st i l l  operated on 12 Len i n ,  Sta te and 

a scale much smal ler than, or  i rre levant to, that of the 
nat ion-state" . 1 1  The Jabour  movement swel led with the 
consol idat ion of nat ional languages and cu l tures, both 
of which were i n  large part effects of publ ic educat ion 
(and the associated growth in  l iteracy), as wel l  as of rai l 
networks. The l i nk  between the fate of the nation and 
that of the class was clearest for those sect ions of the 
workers' movement that were able to contest nat ional 
elections. Of course, these were the very same sections 
that patr iot ical ly voted for war credits in  1 9 1 4 . 

Revolution. (Haymar­

ket 201 5) p. 48. 

Here is the po int :  i n  many ways, it was state- Jed infra­
structure bu i ld ing,  in the context of national development, 
that created a g rowing role for parl iaments. Those par­
l iaments had the power of the purse. They contro l led 
taxat ion .  It was because states were able to raise taxes 
regu larly, via parl iaments, that they were able to borrow 
on bond markets to fund the i r  i nfrastructure projects : 

"The maintenance of the special pub l ic  power stand ing 
above society requ i res taxes and state loans" . 1 2  Thus, i t  
was in the interest of  the old reg ime to share power with 
nat ional parl iaments, i n  order to foster development .  In 
return,  the old reg ime got a massive boost to its m i l itary 
power. As a resu lt the importance of parl iament rose 
stead i ly  (even though the levels of taxat ion i nvolved 
remained low, compared to what wou ld  become pos­
sib le in  the course of the World Wars) . 

That was why it was worthwh i le  for the workers' move­
ment to break i nto parl iaments. From the perspective 
of the m idd le of the n ineteenth centu ry, that workers 
might have representatives in government was a fool 's 
d ream . H owever, by the  centu ry's end ,  Enge ls  was 
pub l ic ly cal l i ng  for a peacefu l  t rans it ion to social ism.  
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The bal lot box rep laced the barricade :  "the two m i l l i on  13 Fr iedr ich Enge ls ,  

voters whom [the SPD sends] to the bal lot box ,  together ' I ntroduct ion to Kar l  

with the young men and women who stand behind them 
as non-voters, form the most numerous, most compact 
mass, the decis ive 'shock force' of the i nternat iona l  
pro letar ian army:' 1 3 The peacefu l  v ictory of socia l ist 
electoral parties seemed al l  but assured (even if it m ight 
be necessary to rout the counter-revolut ion by force) : 

It was on ly  a q uest ion  of t ime ,  accord i ng  to sys­
tematic and stat ist ical ly m inded German social ists, 
before these part ies would pass the magic figu re of 
51 percent of the votes, which i n  democrat ic states, 
must surely be the turn ing  point . 1 4 

That hope survived down to the Great War. After the war, 
attempts to ro l l  back constitut ional ism and democracy 
proved successfu l (especia l ly in Central , Eastern , and 
Southern Europe, where both were of recent vi ntage) ; 
by contrast, before the war, the expansion of the fran­
ch ise th rough strugg le had seemed inevitable. Social 
Democracy became the dominant form of the workers' 
movement in  countries where workers had been enfran­
chised. In states where workers had not won the vote, 
they cou ld look to those where workers had, i n  order 
to see their own futu re emerg ing i n  the present. I n  that 
way, stag ism extended itself: Russia looked to Germany 
as a model ,  both econom ical ly and pol it ical ly. 

As it tu rned out, the t rajectories of late-late deve lop ing 
countr ies d id  not actual ly rep l i cate those of the late 
deve lop ing ones. Outs ide of Western Europe,  move­
ments had to have a more revo lu t ionary or ientat ion ,  
s ince the o ld reg ime was more res istant to recogn is ing 
workers' interests. Anarchism was strongest in Southern 
and Eastern Europe for that reason (and also because, 
there, advance was imposs ib le without the peasantry). 
But stagism was also wrong for another reason : with the 
further advance of the technolog ical front ier, catch-up 
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was no longer poss ib le on the basis of late develop- 15 Al len ,  Global Eco­

ment: " I n  the 20th century, the pol icies that had worked nomic History, p .  2. 

in Western Eu rope ,  especia l ly in Germany, and the 
USA proved less effective in  countries that had not  yet 
deve loped:' 1 5 The on ly way forward was through b ig 
push i ndustrial isat ion .  As we wi l l  see later, the latter 
requ i red not a l l iances with the old reg ime, but rather its 
l i qu idat ion as the very precondit ion of catch-up growth .  

I N T E G R AT I N G  WO R K E R S  I NTO THE P O L I T Y  

As the workers' movement deve loped with in  nat ional 
zones of accumu lation ,  it also fractured (that was true 
even before the Great War broke the movement apart). 

16 Kautsky, The Class 

Struggle (Norton 1971) 

The movement became destabi l ised because - at least 17 This i s ,  of course ,  

i n  the most "advanced" cap ital ist countries - it proved 
possib le to amel iorate workers' condit ions via nat ional 
deve lopment in  a way that dispel led workers' revo lu­
t ionary energies. Reform and revo l ut ion sp l i t  off from 
one another. Social Democrats had i n it ia l ly argued that 
such a spl i t  was imposs ib le :  

The elevat ion of  the working-class brought about  by 
the class-struggle is more moral than economic .  The 
industr ial condit ions of the proletariat improve but 
s lowly, if at a l l .  But the self-respect of the proletar­
ians mounts h igher, as does also the respect paid 
them by the other c lasses of society. They beg in  to 
regard themselves as the equals of the upper classes 
and to compare the condit ions of the other  st rata of 
society with the i r  own . They make g reater demands 
on society [wh ich society is unable to fi l l ]  . . .  increasing 
d iscontent among the proletarians. 1 6 

Accord ing to Kautsky, it was a "ch i l d ren's d isease" to 
th ink  that reforms wou ld make exp lo itat ion more pal­
atable ;  reforms were necessary for the revolut ionary 
effort - they afforded workers a l itt le security, so they 
could focus on organ is ing for the f inal batt le . 17 
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Kautsky cou ld  say so on ly  because, l i ke a l l  Second 
I nternational ists, he st i l l  bel ieved in  the Kladderadatsch, 
the coming col lapse of the system, which was go ing 
to unfo ld regard less of what reforms were won .  The 
onset of the Fi rst Great Depression ,  i n  1 873, seemed 
to confirm that bel ief. In the course of the Depress ion ,  
capita l  central ised to an extreme degree ;  i t  concen­
trated in  industrial combines, l i nked together through 
carte ls .  On that basis, social ists announced that prole­
tarians - along with most capital ists, peasants, artisans 
and smal l -bus i ness owners - would soon fi nd them­
selves th rown out onto the street. 

The connect ion social ists perceived between industrial 
concentrat ion and unemployment was the key to the i r  
revo lut ionary posit io n :  techn ical deve lopment would 
force capital ists to replace men with mach ines. In  socie­
ties organised around the capital ist mode of product ion, 
that reduction necessari ly issued i n  unemployment for 
many people. As it tu rned out, further techn ical develop­
ment i n  the infrastructu ral industries d id not generate 
unemployment, especial ly in large manufactur ing com­
b ines .  I nstead , the g rowth of the product ive forces 
created jobs - and even more so after the end of the 
Fi rst Great Depression in  1 896 .  

Simpl ify ing somewhat, we  can explain th is phenomenon 
as fol lows. Although there were huge techn ical advances 
in production in the cou rse of the n ineteenth century, 
few such advances took place in assembly. Here, human 
hands were sti l l  needed.  As a resu lt ,  i nfrastructu ral 
i ndustr ies absorbed huge  quant i t ies of both capital  
and labou r. They requ i red a smal l  army of eng ineers, 
but also a large army of h i red hands, who actual ly put 
together a l l  the precis ion-made parts. Moreover, the 
infrastructu ral industr ies were organised in  such a way 
that whenever those hands obstructed the assembly 
process, they forced mach ines worth huge amounts 
of money to stand idle. Development thus created not 
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impoverishment, but the poss ib i l ity for some workers to 18 Pau l M att ick ,  ' Kar l  

win h igher  wages through work stoppages. Kautsky :  from M arx 

to H it ler '  (1 939), 

Under these changed econom ic-pol i t ical condit ions it 
was moreover the case that some workers were able 
to win d ign ity wh i le  remain ing  tethered to cap ital .  Thus, 

the worki ng class was no longer the class with rad ical 
cha ins - the c lass as a pu rely negative force wh ich 
was go ing to r ise up  and negate society. I nstead , the 
working class was integrated,  slowly and halt ing ly (and , 
it should be added, far from complete ly), into society as 
a positive force for change. As Pau l  Matt ick argued in  
1 93 9 :  "consciously and unconsciously, the o ld labour  
movement [came to see]  i n  the capital ist expans ion 
process i ts  own road to g reater welfare and recogn i ­
t ion .  The more capital f lour ished, the better were the 
worki ng cond it ions:' 1 8 

The consequences of th is new situation were immense : 

in Anti-Bolshevik 

Communism (Merl i n  

1 978), p .  4 .  I n  t h i s  dark 

moment ,  Matt ick 

c la imed :  'Sc ience 

for the workers ,  

l i teratu re for the 

workers , schools 

for the workers ,  

part ic i pat ion i n  a l l  the 

i nst i tut ions of cap ita l­

i s t  soc iety - th i s  and 

noth i n g  more was 

the real des i re of the 

movement. '  

the organ isations of the workers' movement were able to 19  Przeworsk i ,  Capital-

gain recognit ion as part of society, and they won gains 
for the i r  members on that basis .  However, to accept 
social recogn it ion requ i red that they no longer promote 
revolut ion as the i r  goal .  It wasn't  poss ib le to accept the 
const itut ional framework and s imu ltaneously, to argue 
for its overth row. That r isked the poss ib i l ity that the 
movement m ight lose i ts recognit ion and therefore also 
the gains that it had won :  "the choice between ' legal '  
and 'extra-parl iamentary' tact ics had to be made." 1 9 This 
d i lemma was clearest i n  the case of the un ions, the key 
molecules that make up the col lective worker. 

LABO U R  L E A D E R S  A N D  T H E  R A N K-A N D - F I LE 

ism and Social De-

mocracy, p. 15 .  

The main problem faced by un ions was the same as that 20 Przeworsk i ,  Capital-

faced by every organ isat ion of workers : "c lass i nterest 
is someth ing attached to workers as a col lectivity rather 
than as a col lect ion of i nd iv iduals ,  their 'group' rather 
than 'serial ' interest:' 20 Workers' c lass i nterest had to 
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be instantiated in some way. Towards that end ,  un ions 
created organs to punish behav iours that max im ised 
ind iv idual wel l -be ing (e .g .  scabb ing) at the expense of 
the col lective. They then began to exert power by th reat­
en ing to withd raw col lective labour, and sometimes, by 
actual ly withdrawing it . Here was the crux of the issue :  
in  a context where un ions set ou t  t o  improve workers' 
wages and condit ions, while remaining roughly within 
the bounds of legality, un ions needed to demonstrate 
not on ly a capacity to strike, but also a capacity not to 
strike, so long as the i r  demands were met. Otherwise, 
they could not gain leverage. 

For that reason ,  u n ions  had to deve lop  d isc ip l i nary 
mechan isms which, in addit ion to suppressing behaviour 
that max im ised workers' serial i nterests, ensured that 
the col lect ive acted in l i ne  with negotiated sett lements. 
Deve lop ing such mechan isms did not necessitate a 
stab le separat ion between an organisat ional  leader­
ship and the rank  and f i le .  However, that separat ion 
could be avoided only where rank and f i le m i l itancy was 
cont inuously operat ing .  S ince strugg les tended to ebb 
and flow, the on ly way for un ions to remain effective, 
over time, was to bu i ld  formal structu res that a l lowed 
negotiators to appear as if they had the capacity to turn 
rank and f i le m i l itancy on and off at wi l l  (when in  fact , 
they cou ld do neither) .  

At th is point , the interests of leaders and of the rank and 
f i le d iverged. Rank and f i le m i l i tancy became a l iab i l ity, 
except when under the strict control of the leadersh ip .  
Meanwhi le ,  the leadersh ip  became a permanent staff 
paid from un i on  d u es,  and no longer  depended on  
employers fo r  wages. Leaders' i nterests were increas­
ing ly ident if ied, not with the defense of un ion  members, 
but with the survival of the un ions. Leaders thus tended 
to avoid  confrontat ions with emp loyers that put the 
future of  the un ion at  risk. I n  th is way, substantive reform, 
let alone revolut ion, became an increasingly d istant goal . 
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The very organisat ions that workers had bu i lt u p  to 21 I b i d ,  p. 15 .  

make the revo lut ion possib le - the organisations that 
instantiated the col lective worker - became an impedi-
ment to revolut ion .  For "a party or iented toward part ia l 
improvements, a party i n  which leader-representatives 
lead a petit-bourgeois l ifestyle, a party that for years 
has sh ied away from the streets cannot ' pour  through 
the ho le i n  the trenches' ,  as Gramsci put i t ,  even when 
this opening is forged by a crisis:' 2 1  From here on out, 
revolut ion emerged not as an i nternal tendency of capi-
tal ist development, but rather, as an external effect of 
geopol it ics. Revolut ions occurred only where capital -
ist deve lopment destab i l ised nat ional  frameworks of 
accumu lat ion, p itt ing nation-states against one another. 

In the background was also th is gnawing predicament: 
as the product ive forces developed, it became increas­
ing ly d ifficu lt  to know what it wou ld  mean to win ,  to 
run al l  these massive apparatuses in  the interest of the 
workers. Just as the galaxy, when seen d im ly, appears as 
a s ingle point of l i ght, but when seen up close turns out 
to consist mostly of empty space - so too the produc­
tive forces of capital ist society, when seen in  m in iature, 
appeared to g ive b i rth  to the col lective worker, but on 
a larger scale ,  gave b i rth  on ly to the separated society. 

A D DE N D U M  ON C LASS I D E NTITY 

The workers' movement p romoted the deve lopment 
of the product ive forces as a means of pressing the 
col lective worker into be ing ,  as a compact mass. As 
it tu rned out, the extension and intensificat ion of the 
factory system fai l ed to have the des i red effect ;  the 
co l lect ive worker rea l ly  ex isted on ly i n  and t h rough  
t he  activity o f  the workers' movement itself. Bu t  the 
med iat ions of the workers' movement d id  make work­
ers' col lective interest into someth ing real .  As we have 
argued, un ions and parties constructed a working class 
identity as a key feature of the i r  o rgan is ing efforts. This 
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22 ' I t  is always in the 

heart of the worker 

ar istocracy that a 

hegemon ic  fract ion 

fo rms ,  present i ng  i t­

se l f  as the pro letar iat 

and affi rm i ng  the 

proletar ian capacity 

to organ ise another 

soc ia l  order, start i ng  

w i t h  the sk i l l s  and  

val ues  fo rmed  i n  its 

work and its strugg l e . '  

Jacques Ranc i ere,  

' Les ma i l l on  de  la  

cha i ne '. Les Revo/tes 

Logiques #2, Spr ing­

Summer  1976, p .  5 .  

Endnotes 4 

is not to say that class un ity, or the identity with which 
it was associated ,  was somehow merely imposed by 
un ion and party leadersh ips;  that un ity and ident ity were 
i ntegral to the project of the labour  movement itself, i n  
wh ich m i l l ions of  workers part ic ipated. 

With in  the labour  movement, workers cla imed that the 
c lass identity they promoted and affi rmed real ly was 
universal in character. It supposedly subsumed all work­
ers, regard less of the i r  specif ic qual it ies : as mothers, 
as recent imm ig rants, as oppressed nat iona l it ies,  as 
unmarried men (and at the outermost l im i t :  as disabled, 
as homosexuals, and so on) . I n  fact, the supposedly uni­
versal ident ity that the worker's movement constructed 
tu rned out actual ly to be a part icu lar one. It subsumed 
workers on ly i nsofar as they were stamped, o r  were 
wi l l i ng to be stamped, with a very part icu lar character. 
That is to say, it inc luded workers not as they were in 
themselves, but only to the extent that they conformed 
to a certain image of respectabi l ity, d ign ity, hard work, 
fam i ly, organisat ion ,  sobriety, athe ism, and so on . 22 

Earl ier, we exam ined the h istorical genesis of th is par­
t icu lar c lass ident ity - in the struggle against the o ld 
reg ime,  and with the expans ion of the infrastructural 
i ndustr ies. It is poss ib le  to imagine that, i n  changed 
condit ions, certa in part icu lar featu res of th is ident ity 
may have tu rned out d ifferently. To be sure,  even with in  
Eu rope ,  one  wou ld  f ind many completely contrad ic­
tory characteristics ascribed to workers as a class in  
d ifferent nat ional and reg ional contexts. I n  that regard , 
however, we shou ld  exercise some caut ion .  Even i n  
the Un ited States, where un iversal manhood suffrage 
was ach ieved early, and there was no old reg ime to 
defeat, a worker 's ident ity was st i l l  constructed in  the 
late n ineteenth century around a s im i lar set of markers : 
productivity, d ign ity, sol idarity, personal respons ib i l ity. 
In a nat ion of imm ig rants, where African and Native 
Americans were at the bottom of the social h ierarchy, 
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23 Capita l i sts can a lso wh iteness represented an addit ional marker, sometimes 
express their part icu- compl iment ing class identity and sometimes compet-
lar  i nterests in p h i lan- i ng with it . The latter part ly explains the weakness of a 
throp ic  sett i ngs :  they worker's ident ity in the us, and its earl ier dem ise. But 
damage o r  destroy i t also points to the deeper structu ral factors that gave 
in one moment  that r ise to that identity, in spite of vast nat ional and cu l tural 
wh ich  they, with g reat d ifferences. 
fanfare ,  attem pt to 

remedy in the next .  There was someth ing necessary, someth ing spontane­
ous, in the narrowing of the class identity that took place 

24 Claus Offe and He l - i n  the workers' movement. The key point here is that the 
mut  Wiesentha l ,  'Two col lective interests of workers cannot be determ ined 
Log ics  of Co l l ect ive s imply by add ing up the i r  serial i nterests as ind iv iduals .  
Act ion '  i n  Offe ,  Dis- This fact dist inguishes workers from capital ists, and also 
organized Capitalism puts the former at a d isadvantage in negotiat ions.  After 
(M1T 1985) ,  p .  179. al l ,  the col lective i nterests of capital ists are, to a large 

extent, s imply a matter of arithmetic (or more accurately, 
a m atter of so lv ing com plex systems of equat ions) :  
costs must b e  kept a s  low a s  poss ib le ,  wh i le  keeping 
profits as h igh  as poss ib le .  There aren't ,  for example ,  
environmental ist capital ists and femin ist capital ists, who 
come to b lows with other capita l ists over the way a 
company shou ld  be ru n .  S uch cons iderat ions come 
i nto play on ly insofar as they do not affect a company's 
bottom l i ne .23 

A History of Separation 

Workers, by contrast, face much harder sorts of calcula­
t ions: "how much i n  wages, for i nstance, can ' rat ional ly' 
be g iven up in exchange for which amount of increase 
in job satisfact ion? The answer to th is  quest ion can­
not be found by any calcu lus that cou ld be objectively 
appl ied ; it can only be found as the resu l t  of the col­
lect ive de l i berat ion of the members of the [workers'] 
organ isat ion!'24 The answers that any part icular workers 
might g ive to such a question depend on their ind iv idual 
p references, as wel l  as on the vagaries of their situa­
t ions :  young  u nmarr ied men have d ifferent interests 
from s ing le mothers. 

Part 2: Infrastructure 121 



25 Offe and Wiesentha l ,  

'Two Log ics  of Co l lec­

t ive Act ion' ,  p .  183.  

And yet, to de l i berate every point, to reach some sort 
of consensus or compromise,  which wou ld  ensure that 
every worker got at least someth ing they wanted , would 
make workers' organisat ion d ifficu l t .  The "costs" of 

26 Offe and Wiesentha l ,  organ is ing would be too g reat. The solut ion is to be 
'Two Log ics  of Co l lec- found i n  the format ion of a col lective identity: "only to 
t ive Act ion' ,  p .  184.  the extent that associat ions of the relatively powerless 

succeed i n  the formation of a col lective ident ity, accord-
27 Anyone who par- i ng to the standards of wh ich the costs of organisation 

t i c i pated i n  Occupy are subjectively deflated ,  can they hope to change the 
can see that :  i f  u n ity or ig i nal  power relat ion :' 25 That is precisely what the 
of  demands  i s  to  un ions ach ieved , by promot ing the workers' identity: by 
be obta i ned  across gett ing workers to perceive the i r  i nterests through th is 
d iverse sect ions  and  ident ity- lens,  the un ions "s imu ltaneously express[ed] 
then presented to and defi ne[d] the i nterests of the members:' 26 

the wor l d - without  a 

shared i dent ity - that I nd iv idual workers had to recogn ise the un ion as act ing 
can be ach i eved on ly  i n  their i nterests, i n  a broad sense,  even when their  own, 
through  an end less  particular interests were not be ing served by the un ion 's 
de l i berat ion ,  and/or barga in ing strategies. Th is is a feature of a l l  rout in ised, 
at the cost of many demand-based strugg le :  i nsofar as a col lective wants 
peop le not g ett i ng  to make demands, and i n  that sense, to engage i n  a 
what they want. sort of bargain ing ,  the members of that col lective must 

either share an immed iate i nterest, or else they must 
2a Offe, 'Two Log ics  be capable of form ing an identity to p lug gaps among 

of Co l lect ive Action ', the i r  overlapp ing interests (paradoxical ly i ntroducing a 
p. 183.  non-ut i l itar ian e lement into a demands-based strug ­

g le) .27 I t  is because workers' organisations had t o  partly 
29 For a deve lopment of redefine interests i n  order to meet them that they were 

th is point in re lat ion  forced to rely on  "non-u t i l itar ian forms of co l lect ive 
to a s pec i f ic  con- act ion" ,  based on "col lective ident it ies" . 28 I ndeed, the 
temporary strugg le ,  capacity for  demand-making i n  a g iven struggle may be 
see 'Gather  Us  From grasped as structural ly l i n ked with its capacity to d raw 
Among the N at ions' , upon an exist ing - or forge a new - col lective identity; 

i n  th is issue,  pp .  demand-making and composit ion are two sides of the 
210-14. same coin . 29 

I n  the context of the  workers' movement ,  t h i s  po int  
appl ies not  on ly to negotiat ions wi th  bosses, but also 
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to the expansion of pol it ical part ies, and to the g rowth 
of all other organisations exist ing in  u rban environments 
fu l l  of ex-peasants and/or recent immigrants. The sheer 
n u m ber  and d i vers ity of s i tuat ions makes i t  hard to 
decide on common " i ntermed iate" goals (that is ,  pr ior 
to the conquest of power). But even if th is  wasn' t  a 
problem, the costs of organ is ing remain h igh  in other 
ways. Workers have few monetary resources ; they pay 
the costs of the class struggle mostly with their t ime and 
effort Go in ing a demo,  attend ing a meet ing ,  stri k ing). If 
one has to work 1 2  hour  days, or to look after ch i ld ren ,  
as most women workers d id ,  a l l  of th is is extremely d if­
f icult .  Moreover, there is no way for workers to mon itor 
each other 's contr ibut ions .  Together with the sheer  
s ize of the movement, that creates massive col lective 
act ion problems. We see th is  in the moral centre of 
the workers' movement - cult ivat ing a sense of duty, 
so l idarity - but also in the means of d iscip l i ne  - the 
c losed shop, attacks on scabs. Even wi th  these assets, 
the attraction of workers' organ isat ions varied g reatly, 
as d i d  the i r  organ isat ional capacit ies .  I t  st i l l  usua l ly  
took a tragedy, such an industrial fi re or  a massacre by 
company goons, to br ing the majority of workers out 
onto the street. 
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3 TH E F RACTU R I N G  O F  TH E W O R K E RS' M OVE M E NT 

Workers bel ieved that if they partook in the terrify ing 1 Eley, Forging Oemoc-

march of progress, then the slaughter bench of h istory racy, p. 75.  

wou ld  cut down the i r  enem ies.  The deve lopment of 
industr ial civi l i sat ion wou ld  propel workers into a posi- 2 I b i d . ,  p .  83. 

tion of power. It was certain ly true that in  the decades 
before the Great War, trends seemed to be moving in 
the right d i rection. In  the fi rst decade of the 20th century, 
workers streamed en masse i nto organisat ions bu i lt 
around an affi rmable workers' ident ity. Social Demo-
cratic part ies went from nett ing thousands of votes - as 
a m inority format ion with in  the workers' movement - to 
acqu i ring m i l l ions ,  as that movement's main l i ne .  

Meanwh i le ,  i n  some cou ntr ies ,  u n i o n  m e mbersh i p  
su rged : " By 1 9 1 3 , Br i t ish un ions had added rough ly 
3 .4  m i l l i on ,  German un ions just under  3 .8  m i l l i on ,  and 
French around 900,000 workers to their membership of 
the late 1 880s.  Un ions f inal ly i nvaded the factory f loor, 
as against the bu i l d i ng  site, coal m ine ,  and smal l  work­
shop ,  where they al ready had a presence." 1 The c lass 
had become a force to be reckoned with ,  and knew it .  

Revolut ionaries' be l ief that trends wou ld  cont inue to 
move i n  the i r  favou r  was enshr ined i n  the po l icy of 
abstent ion ism. Social Democrat ic part ies became the 
largest fact ions in  parl iaments, even if they remained in 
the m inority; but those parties abstained from part ic ipat­
ing in government. They refused to ru le alongside the i r  
enem ies, choosing i nstead to wait  pat ient ly for the i r  
majority to arrive : "Th is po l icy of abstent ion imp l ied 
enormous confidence i n  the future, a steadfast bel ief 
i n  the inevitable worki ng-class major ity and the ever­
expand ing power of social ism's working-class support." 2 

But that inevitabi l ity never came to pass. 
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T H E  EXT E R N A L  L I M ITS O F  T H E  WO R K E RS '  M OV E M E N T  

The industrial workers never became the  majority o f  soci- 3 I b i d . ,  p .  48. 

ety : "Even as industrial labour reached its furthest extent, 
long-term restructur ing was al ready t ipping employment 4 Eric Hobsbawm,  Age 

toward wh ite-col lar and other jobs i n  services." 3 That of Capital, p. 136. 

was the movement's external l im it :  it was always too 
early for the workers' movement, and when it was not s I n  many countr ies ,  

too early, it was al ready too late. the peak was much  

l ower, a t  around  

It was too early because the o ld reg ime pers isted , i n  
a l l  i t s  forms, despite the g rowing strength o f  the i ndus­
tr ial worki ng class. At the end of the 1 9th centu ry, " it 
was undeniable that ,  except for Great Britai n ,  the pro­
letariat was not - social ists confidently cla imed, ' not 
yet' - anyth ing l i ke a majority of the popu lat ion ."4 The 
stal led growth of the working class was reflected i n  the 
obst inate cont inuance of peasants in  the countrys ide,  
and i n  the tenacious ho ld ing-on of art isans and smal l  
shopkeepers i n  c i t ies .  I t  was also reflected i n  apparent 
quantitative l im its to the movement's growth :  the un ions 
were far from organ is ing  the  maj ority of the  popu la­
t ion ; Social Democratic vot ing percentages remained 
below 51 percent .  Looking  over these numbers, the 
part ies decided to wait. And wait  they d id ,  even dur ing 
those moments when the c lass bucked and t r ied to 
trample its r iders .  Supposed ly, h istory wou ld  take its 
course - this was guaranteed. However, h istory took 
an unexpected turn .  

Almost as soon as the old reg ime was cleared away, the 
semi-sk i l led industrial work ing class stopped g rowing .  
It then went i nto an unarrested decl ine .  At  fi rst it d id  
so only relative to the total workforce. But then ,  i n  the 
1 980s and 90s ,  and in  nearly every h igh- income country, 
it decl ined absolute ly. As a resu lt, the industrial workers 
never made up more than, at most, 4 0-45 percent of 
the total workforce. 5  A growing mass of private service 
workers expanded a longs ide the i ndustr ia l  workers 
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30-35 percent of the 

workforce. 
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and then overtook them as the largest fract ion of the 6 O n  the s pec i f ic i ty of  

workforce .6 L i kewise, many u rban-dwe l le rs came to serv ice labour, see 

f ind employment i n  the pub l ic sector - civi l servants, sect ion 5 .2 be low. 

teachers, etc - or else l ived by neither wage nor sal-
ary : students, benefits c la imants etc. Al l  these g roups 7 G eoff E ley, Forging 

were supposed to fal l i nto the proletariat, but instead 
the proletariat fell i nto them.  

That was the case, i n  sp ite of the fact that more and 
more of the world 's popu lat ion was made dependent 
on the wage. But for the most part, this wage-earn ing 
popu lat ion d id  not find  work i n  i ndustry. The appear­
ance of factories i n  some places did not presage the i r  
appearance everywhere :  " Dynamism actual ly requ i red 
backwardness in [a] d ia lect ic of dependency:' 7 The 
success of the workers' movement - in s ing le- industry 
towns, or industrial cit ies - was not the real isat ion of 
the futu re in the present. The co-existence of massive 
factories and small shops was not a bug ,  but rather, a 
permanent feature of the system. 

H owever, the deeper  reasons  for workers' ab id i n g  
non-majority are t o  b e  found i n  t h e  " laws o f  mot ion"  of 
capital 's dynamic. The key point ,  here,  is that capital 
develops the productive forces in  and through a massive 
increase in labour  productivity. This has contrad ictory 
resu lts with respect to the demand for labou r :  r is ing 
output causes employment to g row; r is ing productivity 
causes it to shr ink. The balance between the two then 
determ ines the g rowth of the  demand for labou r. In 
the heyday of industrial isation ,  labour  productivity rose 
qu ickly. However, industrial output rose more qu ickly, so 
industr ial employment expanded. As we explore below, 
th is overal l  relat ionsh ip was reversed in the latter half 
of the twentieth centu ry :  output g rowth rates fe l l  below 
rates of productivity growth ;  industrial employment growth 
stead i ly decl ined as a resu lt. But even in the earl ier period 
the balance between g rowth of output and g rowth of 
productivity presented real l im its to the workers' power. 
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Democracy, p. 48. 
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Employment in many of the lead ing-edge industr ies of a On th i s  concept ,  see 

the pre-WWI period - such as text i les and steel ,  where ' M i sery and Debt '  i n  

workers had ach ieved the  most gains - ceased to  keep Endnotes 2, Apr i l  

pace with the g rowth of the labou r  force after WWI .  2010. 

Some i ndustr ies even laid off more than they h i red .  
Meanwh i le ,  new sectors, l i ke consumer  goods and 
automobi les, p icked up  some of  the burden of generat-
ing employment in industry, but it took t ime for un ions 
to organise them .  Moreover, since they began a t  a 
high level of mechanisation, the expansion of these 
industries was less employment enhancing than the 
growth of earlier industries had been, for example,  i n  
the m id  and late n ineteenth centu ries. Here was the 
phenomenon of technological ratchet ing ,  and relatively 
decl i n i ng  demand for labou r, which Marx, i n  the fi rst 
volume of Capital, termed the rising organ ic composition 
of cap ital .8 I n  every country the industr ial share of total 
employment remained resolutely below the 50 percent 
mark requ i red to ach ieve a majority. Even i n  the most 
industr ia l ised countr ies (the UK ,  Germany), it d id  not 
inch above 45 percent. 

T H E  I N T E R N A L  L I M ITS OF T H E  M OV E M E N T  

External l im its set boundaries on the growth o f  the work­
ers' movement by l im it ing the s ize of the movement's 
const ituency. However, the movement faced i nternal 
l im its as wel l :  only a portion of the proletariat ever identi­
fied with the programme of the workers ' movement. That 
was because many proletarians affirmed their non-class 
identit ies - organ ised primari ly around race and nat ion ,  
but secondari ly around gender, ski l l  and trade - above 
their class identity. They saw their interests as adding up 
d ifferently, depend ing on which identity they favou red. 

To speak of a "c lass identity" i n  th is way wou ld  have 
seemed to the theorists of the workers' movement to be 
a sort of contrad ict ion i n  terms. They saw ident ity and 
class as opposed concepts. Class was supposed to be 
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the essence of what people were ; to ident ify pr imari ly 9 G eoff E ley, Forging 

with one's class was to have "class-consciousness" .  Democracy, p. 51 . 

To identify oneself a long some other l i ne  was to have 
"false consciousness". Non-class identit ies were seen 
as inessential traits which d ivided workers against one 
another, and so also as against their real i nterests (that 
is ,  the i r  c lass interests). But it was on ly  from i ns ide 
the workers' movement that the ho rizontal strugg le  
between pol i t ical groups, organ ised around d ifferent 
identit ies, was perceived as a vertical struggle between 
a depth category - the class essence - and a variety 
of su rface categories. 

The worker's identity could function as a depth category 
because it seemed to be at the same t ime both a par­
t icu lar and un iversal ident ity. The part icu lar ident ity was 
that of the sem i-ski l led ,  male i ndustr ia l worker :  "The 
worki ng class was identif ied too easi ly with the wage 
relat ionship in a pure form : the authentic worker, the true 
proletarian , was the factory worker" ,  and we might add ,  
more specifical ly, t he  ma le  factory worker.9 Although it 
often held the i r  needs to be secondary, the movement 
d id not ignore women :  among workers, Engel 's Origins 
of Private Property, the Family and the State, and August 
Bebel 's Women and Socialism were more popular than 
Marx's Capital. Of course, women did work i n  factories, 
part icu larly in  l ight  industry (text i les, e lectron ics assem­
bly) ,  and were often important labour  organisers. 

Yet it remained the case that the part icular identity of the 
sem i-ski l led ,  male industrial worker was seen as having 
a un iversal s ign ificance:  it was on ly as the industr ial 
working class that the class approximated the col lective 
worker, the class in-and-for-itself. This s ign ificance was 
not just pol it ical .  Dur ing the ascendency of the workers' 
movement it seemed that al l  non-class identit ies - even 
gender, insofar as it served to separate out certain tasks 
i nto male and female labours - were d issolv ing in the 
vast army of semi-ski l led factory workers. 
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The theorists of the workers' movement saw the col lec­
tive worker emerg ing from the bowels of the factory and 
envisaged the extension of this dynam ic to society as a 
whole. Due to the d ivis ion of labour and the deski l l i ng of 
the worker, the sort of work that industr ial workers d id  
was expected to become ever more fung ib le .  The work­
ers themselves would become interchangeable, as they 
were shuffled from industry to industry, in accordance 
with an ever chang ing demand for labour and for goods. 
Moreover, i n  the factories, workers would be forced to 
work with many other members of the i r  c lass, i rrespec­
tive of " race" ,  gender, nat ional ity, etc. Capital ists were 
expected to pack all sorts of workers into the i r  g igantic 
combines: the capital ist interest in  turning a profit would 
overcome al l  unprofitable prejud ices in h i r ing and fi r ing ,  
forcing the workers to do the same.  As a result ,  workers' 
sectional interests wou ld be short-circuited. Here were 
the sol ids melt ing i nto a i r, the ho l ies profaned. 

I n  real ity, the homogen isat ion that seemed to be tak­
ing p lace i n  the factory was always part ia l .  Workers 
became i nterchangeab le parts in a g iant mach i n e ;  
however, that mach ine tu rned o u t  t o  b e  vast ly complex. 
That i n  itself opened up  many opportun it ies for pitt ing 
different g roups against each other. I n  us auto plants, 
b lack workers were concentrated in  the foundry, the 
d i rt iest work. Southern I ta l ians equa l l y  fou n d  them­
selves seg regated f rom Northerners i n  the plants of  
Turin and Mi lan. Such segregation may appear inefficient, 
for employers, s i nce it restr icts the pool of potential 
workers for any g iven post. But as long as the relevant 
popu lat ions are large enough ,  employers are able to 
segment the labour  market and d rive down wages. If 
d ifferential sets of i nterests among workers could be 
created by the i nternal d iv is ions with in  the plant (as in 
Toyota-isat ion) ,  so much the better. Capita l ists were 
content for the labour ing populat ion to remain d iverse 
and incommensurable in all sorts of ways, especial ly 
when it undermined workers' organ is ing efforts. 
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G iven that t he  expected homogenei ty of t he  sem i - 10 See the i m portance 

sk i l led workforce fai led to ful ly real ise itself ,  i t became of Method i sm for the 

part of the task of the workers' movement to real ise 
that homogene ity by other means. As we saw above, 
organ isat ion requ i res an affirmab/e identity, an image of 
working class respectabi l ity and d ign ity. When workers 
fai led to fit th is  mo ld ,  the champions of the workers' 
movement became champions of self-transformat ion .  

Eng l i s h  l a bou r  move-

ment. Proh i b i t ion  

was a key p lank  of  

Ke i r  Hard ie's o r i g i na l  

Labour  party. 

The workers' movement was a sect - with DIY ,  stra ight- 11 E ley, Forging Democ-

edge sens ib i l i t ies, a part icu lar sty le of d ress, etc. 1 0 Yet racy, p. 82. 

the pred icates of the d ign ified worker (male, d iscip l ined,  
atheist ,  expressing a th i rst for scientif ic knowledge and 12 The movement op-

pol i t ical educat ion ,  etc.)  were often d rawn by analogy posed i tse lf  to a l l  

to the val ues of bourgeois society. "The party act iv ists 
wanted to l ive worthy, u pstand i ng ,  mora l ,  moderate, 
and d isci p l i ned l ives: on the one hand, to show the 
workers who were not yet  organised a good examp le ;  
on the other hand ,  to show bourgeois society that one  
was u p  to a l l  tasks, that one deserved good stand ing  
and respect:• 1 1  I n  o ther  words, party activists were 
qu ite often ki l ljoys. 1 2 

It is easy to point out that there were many workers to 
whom such a self-understand ing could never appeal .  
The i nternal l im it of the workers' movement was the 
l im it of workers' capacity or  desire to ident ify as work­
ers, to aff i rm that ident ity as someth ing posit ive, but 
mo re than that ,  as someth i ng  essent ia l ,  someth i ng  
that fundamental ly defi ned who  they were. That meant 
that the workers' movement came to inc lude always 
on ly  a fract ion of the working class. On the outs ide 
there forever remained "the superstit ious and re l ig iously 
devout, the sexual ly transgressive, the frivo lous young,  
the ethn ical ly different and other marg inal ised minorit ies, 
and the rough  working  c lass of cr im inal subcu l tures, 
casua l ised labour  markets and the  m i g rant poor:' 1 3  

Pol it ical fact ions arose that tr ied to appeal to workers 
on  the basis of some of these ident i t ies ,  wh ich  the  
workers' movement left out .  Thus the movement found 

Endnotes 4 

forms of ma in stream 

popu la r  cu l t u re ,  

wh ich were on ly  j us t  

appear i ng  a t  the 

t ime ,  s i nce  the latter 

kept pro letar ians at 

home ,  rather  than 

out on  the streets, 

where they were 

suscept i b le  to soap­

box sermons and 

entreat ies to enter  

soc ia l i s t  o r  anarch i s t  

meeti ngs .  The suc­

cess of ma instream 

forms of enterta i n ­

ment - above a l l  the 

c i nema, rad i o  and te l­

ev i s i on  - goes a long 

way to exp la i n i n g  the 

eventua l  death of 

those forms of l i fe on 

wh ich the aff i rmat ion  

of a workers' i dent ity 

was based. 
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itself compet ing with nat ional ist, Christian or Cathol ic 13 Eley, Forging Oemoc-

part ies. But it was neverthe less the case that, i n  the racy, p .  83. 

era of the workers' movement, al l those fact ions found 
that they had to defi ne themselves with respect to the 
workers' identity i n  order to matter at  a l l .  The workers' 
movement hegemonised the pol it ical field (even if from 
the s ide l ines of offic ia l pol i t ics). 

ST RATEG I ES A RO U N D  T H E  L I M ITS 

It was pr imar i ly in  response to its external l im it that the 
workers' movement deve loped d ivergent strategies .  
How were the workers going to overcome th is  l i m it 
and become the majority of society? In retrospect, we 
can see the external l im it as an absol ute barr ier, but 
it was impossib le to make that judgement du ring the 
era of i ndustr ia l isat ion .  For workers, it seemed l i ke ly 
that i n  one way or  another industr ial isation wou ld  take 
its cou rse, or else that by various means the forces of 
production could be made to expand, thereby increasing 
the size and un ity of the proletariat. Of course, those 
who bel ieved that the project of the workers' movement 
wou ld  never real ise itself under exist ing condit ions s im­
ply left the movement, enter ing one or another utopian 
tendency lost to h istory, or  giving up  on pol it ics. 

For those who remained, the external l im it presented 
itself as a set of strategic quandaries. These debates 
mostly concerned forms of strugg le ,  as opposed to 
its content: ( 1 )  the form of revo l ut ion - insu rrect ion or 
the ballot box? (2) the form of the organisat ion - d i rect 
act ion or parl iamentary and un ion representat ion? and 
(3) the form of the state - tool of the ru l ing classes or a 
neutral instrument reflecting the balance of class forces? 

In any case, the point for us is to see that the key stra­
teg ic debates of the workers' movement emerged i n  
relat ion to the specif ic l im its that movement faced. Our  
own strategic debates, in  our  t ime ,  stand in  re lat ion to  
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the l im its we face or wi l l  face, which are rather d ifferent 14 Th i s  is not, of course ,  

(th i s  i ntu i t ion shou ld  not be read as imp ly ing ,  pessi- to say that a l l  tact ics  

mistical ly, that our  l im its wi l l  also turn out to have been 
insurmountable barriers). Any attempt to reactivate the 
strateg ic horizon of the workers' movement today is 
either based on a false read ing of a s im i larity between 
eras, or  else it is a de l icate and d ifficu lt  leap across the 
chasm of t ime,  which knows itself to be such . 1 4 

1 )  T H E  WAITI N G  ROOM 

O n  the r ight  of the  workers' m ovement ,  the  soc ia l  
democrats were compel led to face the facts. They 
were wait i ng  for  the i r  t ime to come, but everywhere 
they h it ce i l ings in terms of vot ing percentages, often 
s ign ificantly below 51 percent. They decided that they 
needed to prepare for the long road ahead . That meant, 
i n  part icu lar, ho ld ing their membersh ip in  check when 
the latter tr ied to j ump the gun by risking the organ isa­
t ion 's gains too soon in a "test of strength" . 1 5 Social 
democrats (and later, commun ist parties) were always 
mot ivated by th is fear of the too soon .  Instead of j ump­
ing the gun ,  they would b ide the i r  t ime and moderate 
their  demands in a l l iance with other classes. In the past, 

and strateg i c  dev ices 

of that movement are 

u n iformly, absol utely 

mor i bund .  Un i ons  

obv ious ly st i l l  ex ist 

and i dent i t ies and 

tacti cs forged i n  a 

prev ious  era can be 

mob i l i sed in part icu la r  

cases .  But it i s  c lear ly 

no  longer the case 

that those part icu la r  

i n stances can be 

i nserted with i n  a 

large-scale narrat ive 

at the other end of 

wh ich  l i es  some sort 
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to be arr ived at v ia  

e i ther  reform or  

revo lu t ion .  

socia l  democrat ic part ies had been strong enough to 15  Anton Pannekoek 

have a share in  power but d id not take it based on the d iscussed the 

pol icy of abstent ion .  Now, they wou ld beg in  to use the debates around  th i s  

power they had : it was t ime to make comprom ises, to phrase i n  ' M arx ist 

cut deals. Theory and Revo lu -

It was this compromising tendency that sp l i t  the workers' 
movement. To many workers, g iv ing up on abstent ion­
ism and making a l l iances was a "betrayal " ,  s igna l ing 
in  part icu lar the corrod ing influences of other classes 
(petit-bourgeois inte l lectuals), or  of certa in privi leged, 
pro- imperial ist sectors of the worki ng class (the labour  
aristocracy) . I n  fact, th is turn with in  social democracy 
had more prosaic roots. In the fi rst i nstance, it was the 
only way to g ive the voters someth ing to celebrate, once 
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t ionary Tact ics , '  19 12 .  
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vot ing percentages stopped r is ing so qu ickly. Second ,  16 Adam Przeworsk i ,  

and more importantly, once the socia l  democrats could 
see that they cou ldn ' t  reach the crucia l  numerical major­
ity on the basis of workers alone, it made sense that they 
wou ld beg in to look for voters elsewhere : social ists had 
to "choose between a party homogeneous in  its c lass 

'Social Democracy 

as a H i stor ica l  Phe-

nomenon1• N L R  1/122 1 

J u ly-August 1980 

appeal , but sentenced to perpetual e lectoral defeats, 11 C.f. Amadeo Bord iga ,  

and a party that strugg les for electoral success at the 
cost of d i l ut ing its c lass character." 1 6 Increas ing ly, a l l  
socia l  democrat ic part ies chose the latter. The "people" 
tended to be substituted for the worki ng class (although 
socia l  democrat ic rhetoric also tended to fl i p  back, at 
crucial moments), with victory over the old reg ime with in 
g rasp, democracy became an end in  itself. Social ists 
dropped any reference to violence, and then eventual ly, 
to revolut ion ,  in order to establ ish themselves in parl ia­
ment, hunker ing down for the long road ahead . 

'The Revo lut ion-

ary  Programme of  

Commun ist Soc iety 

E l im i nates All Forms 

of Owners h i p  of Land,  

the I nst ruments of 

Product ion and the 

Prod u cts of Labour '  

(Partito Comunista 

lnternazionale 1957). 

The problem is that appeal ing to the people requ i res 18 Przeworsk i ,  Social 

d i l ut ing the programme. 1 7 Their expanded constituency Democracy as a His-

of smal l  shopkeepers, peasants, and so on experienced 
the p rob lems of modern ity in a n u m ber  of d ifferent 
ways that were d ifficu l t  to add up .  The part ies became 
containers for a set of sect ional i nterests, t ied together 
more by pol itical maneuvering than by any internal coher­
ence. The social democrats were forced to f ight over 
the centre with other part ies, nat ional ist and re l ig ious :  

"as class identif icat ion [became] less sal ient ,  social ist 
part ies [ lost] the i r  un ique appeal to workers." 1 8 Thus 
even with an expanded constituency, they st i l l  struggled 
to attain the e lus ive 5 1  -percent majority. 

The socia l  democrat ic  part ies i n i t ia l ly  j u st i f ied t he i r  
reformism by  say ing the  t ime  was no t  yet r ipe, bu t  start­
ing from the 1 950s they g radual ly d ropped the idea of 
social isation of the means of prod uction altogether. They 
had come to see th is move as not necessari ly a retreat. 
This is because, for many social democrats, a worki ng 
class party at the he lm of the state is socia l ism,  or  at 
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least, a l l  that is left of th is  idea: the state organises a l l  
the activit ies of the working class, not via the i r  separate 
interests as workers in different factories or sectors, but 
rather, as a whole,  as the col lective worker, which then 
hands down orders to the d ifferent sectors. The workers' 
world ,  from th is perspective, is not a far off d ream, but 
an actual ly exist ing social democracy. 

2) T H E  ROMANTIC REVO L U T I O N A R I E S  

become Catho l i cs ,  

Southerners ,  Fran­

cophones ,  o r  s i m ply 

I n  the centre of the workers' movement were the roman- 19  Robert Al len ,  Global 

t ic revolut ionaries. They argued that power shou ld be Economic History. 

se ized now, precisely in  order to complete the transit ion 
that capital ism fai led to produce. Thus the Bolsheviks 
in Russia and the Maoists in Ch ina took it as the i r  task 
to ensure that the working c lass became a majority, in 
spite of rather than i n  l i ne  with capita l ist dynamics in 
their "backward" countries. I n  order to ach ieve this goal, 
the workers wou ld  h ave to comp lete the bourgeo is 
revolut ion in  p lace of  a weak and serv i le bourgeois ie .  

I n  undertaking th is task,  the revo lut ionaries i n  the poor 
countries confronted a real prob lem.  Due to ongoing 
capital ist development i n  the West, the technolog ical 
front ier had cont inued to be driven outward . Catch up 
became much more d ifficult to ach ieve. It was no longer 
poss ib le to catch up  to the technolog ical leaders in  the 
West by means of the "American System" .  Al lowing capi­
tal ist industr ies to develop on that basis wou ld  s imp ly 
take too long :  catch up wou ld  take hundreds of years, 
rather than decades. 1 9 Under these condit ions, the only 
way to advance was to suspend the log ic of the market 
completely. All the infrastructure and fixed capital had to 
be bu i lt at once. Prices had to be art ific ia l ly deflated to 
the i r  expected future leve l ,  a level that wou ld  not real ly 
be ach ieved unt i l  the whole interconnected industrial 
system had been more or less ent irely bu i lt up .  This very 
complex industrial strategy has been termed "b ig-push 
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i ndustr ia l isation " . 20 It was on ly poss ib le  in countr ies 20 I b i d .  

where extreme forms of p lann ing  were permiss ib le .  

Yevgen i  Preobrazhensky, i n  essence,  d iscovered the 
poss ib i l ity of b ig -push  i n d u str ia l i sat ion ,  based on 
h is analys is of Marx's reproduct ion schemes.2 1  He 
developed h is  fi nd ings i nto a new sort of ant i-Marxist 
Marxism : catch-up  development via central p lann i ng .  
Thus,  i n  an emerg ing  "commun ist" b loc  the f igu re of 

21 See Robert A l l en ,  

From Farm to  Factory: 

A Reinterpretation of 

the Soviet Industrial 

Revolution (Pr inceton 

2003). 

the technocrat-p lanner came into its own . However, 22 One m i g ht a lso 

sett ing up  a technocratic planner state meant uproot- ment ion the settle r-

i ng t rad it ional ag rarian relat ions, someth ing o ld reg ime 
el ites, as wel l  as many peasants, wou ld  bitterly oppose. 
Marxism-developmental ism thus depended on gett ing 
r id of the o ld el ites and reorgan is ing l ife i n  the country­
s ide ;  compromises were no longer an opt ion .  

I n  the end it was th is aspect of  the strategy that wou ld  
pay off. I n  the twent ieth century, on ly  countr ies that 
wiped out the o ld reg ime e l ites were able to catch up :  
Russia, Japan, South Korea and  Taiwan .22  Of  course, 
Japan, South Korea and Taiwan were able to ach ieve 
th is resu lt without turn ing commun ist, but their abi l ity to 
do so had everyth ing to do with a wave of revolut ions 
that swept East and Southeast Asia (the main sites 
of victor ious peasant wars), and also with assistance 
received from the us. Where romantic revo l ut ionaries 
did not come to power, and o ld reg ime el ites were not 
deposed , in  Ind ia and Braz i l ,  etc, developmental ism ran 
aground .  They had to do it i n  the o ld way, via compro­
m ise and corrupt ion ,  and that just wou ldn 't cut it . 

We can see in  this tendency the extreme form of the 
paradox of the workers' movement.  Under the social 
democrats support for the deve lopment of the produc­
t ive forces pr imari ly meant construct ing the image of 
the co l lective worker, cal l i ng  for d iscip l i ne ,  bu i l d i ng  
the  inst itut ions to see workers through the  l ong  hau l .  
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With the romantic revolut ionaries we f ind the workers' 23 The i r  s u pport for the 

movement not merely wait ing for the development of deve lopment  of the 

the productive forces, having faith that they wi l l  develop, product ive forces 

but actively develop ing them, with the i ron d isc ip l ine of 
a central ised state apparatus.23 

3) T H E  C O U L D - H AVE- B E E N S  

Last ly, there was the  left-wing : t he  anarcho-syndical ists 
and counci l  commun ists. The left began from the fact 
that the working  c lass was al ready a majority in the 
industrial towns, where the social democrats and un ion­
ists he ld power. I n  th is narrow context, the external l im it 
was i nvis ib le. To workers in these areas, it was clear that 
they were the ones bu i ld ing the new world .  Al l  that was 

i nvolved a v i s ion  

of commun i sm  as  

a wor ld  of p lenty. 

Theoret ica l ly the 

d i sso lut ion  of the 

state wou ld  take 

p lace a longs ide that 

of c lass .  But  to get 

there it had to be par­

adox ica l ly en larged 

and em powered. 

left to do was seize control of the production process 24 The Ita l ian left com-

d i rectly - not through the mediat ion of the state, but by p l i cates this p i ctu re ,  

means of their own organ isat ions. for they d idn ' t  reJect 

In this way, the left rejected the problem of add ing  u p  
t h e  c lass t o  get a 5 1  percent majority at t h e  nat iona l  
leve l .  There was no need for comprom ises with other 
part ies, no  need to appeal to the people instead of the 
class. That expla ins the increas ing ly anti-parl iamentary 
character of a sizable fraction of the workers' movement 
after 1 900 :  they rejected the parl iament as the p lace 
where the ent ire country is added up and somehow the 
workers come up  short .  The left rejected the problem 
of the rea l  majority - but they d id  so on ly i n  favou r  of 
so many local ones.  

That was because the anarch ists and the commun ist left, 
more than anyone else, real ly believed in the col lective 
worker. 24 They saw the mass strike as the st i rr ing of a 
s leeping g iant, tugg ing at the ropes with wh ich formal 
organ isat ions had d i l igent ly bound it .  The co l lective 
worker had to be encouraged to throw off the med ia­
t ions that divided it , that trapped it i n  un ions and parties, 
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un i ons  and part ies i n  
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with the i r  fixed focus on th is  world and winn ing gains 25 The left kept faith 

for workers qua commod ity se l lers .  

I n  that sense,  the  left imp l ic i t ly recogn ised that the  
development of  the  productive forces was leading to  the 
separated society. They rightly saw this as, i n  part, the 
work of the workers' own organisations, their attempt to 
empower the c lass via integrat ion with the state. 25 The 
left crit icised the real it ies of the workers' movement in 
terms of its ideals, taki ng refuge or find ing solace in  the 
log ic of Marx 's pu rer, more revolut ionary analyses. But 
in  do ing so, they sought mostly to tu rn back the c lock. 
They d idn ' t  see that it cou ldn 't have been otherwise : it 
was imposs ib le to bu i ld  the col lective worker without, 
on the one hand,  defeat ing the old reg ime,  and on the 
other, bu i ld ing up class power through al l  these different 
mediat ions.  They saw the mass str ike as a revelat ion 
of the true essence of the proletariat. But what were 
those strikes for? Mostly, they either sought to secure 
pol it ical r ig hts for workers' parties and un ions,  or else 
they sought to renegot iate, rather than overturn , the 
relat ionsh ips between workers and their leadersh ips.  
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4 T H E  STRA N G E  V I CTO RY O F  TH E WORKERS' M OV E M E N T  

The workers' movement survived WWI I  and even thrived 
in  its aftermath.  It did so by sticking to one safe strategy: 
to whatever extent possib le ,  workers' organisat ions 
supported the war effort. They presided over a labour  
peace fo r  the  war's d u rat ion ,  hop ing  to ga in  power 
and recogn it ion i n  the war's aftermath .  Where fascists 
took power, no  such peace was poss ib le .  All above­
ground organisat ions of the workers' movement were 
ann ih i lated. It was thus commun ists, rather than social 
democrats, who took the lead ing ro le ,  giving their l ives 
in  the Resistance. Fol lowing the war's conclus ion ,  th is  
Resistance served as a temporary i rritat ion to the social 
democrat ic and commun ist leadersh ip :  armed revo lu­
t ionary organ isat ions ,  formed beyond  the cont ro l  of  
establ ished parties and un ions, had the i r  own vis ions 
for post-war reconstruct ion .  But these organisat ions 
were qu ickly d isarmed,  and then fe l l  away. The same 
deve lopmental strategy cou ld then be pu rsued after 
the wars as before. 

The postwar period was a t r iumph for commun ism i n  
the  East and  social democracy in  the West (although 
the latter often fai led to obtain parl iamentary majorit ies). 
The old reg ime was defeated on Eu ropean soi ls ,  and in 
some cases, even in the wider world .  Workers f inal ly 
gained recognit ion as a power with in  society. And yet, 
i n  spite of these victories, it was becoming more d ifficu lt 
to see the way forward . The path from the development 
of the productive forces to the tri umph of the c lass was 
becoming more obscure. 

For the col lective worker, product of the factory system, 
was ever more d ispersed across a complex productive 
apparatus. As it tu rned out ,  the real l i nks forged among 
workers were not found in  the i r  l ived connection with i n  
workplaces. For the  most part, the i r  real l i n ks were 
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formed outside of the factory gates: on the roads, in  
electricity l i nes, in the supermarket, on television. Instead 
of the "great evening" of the industrial worker tr iumphant, 
we got the g roggy morn ing of the subu rban commuter. 
The atomised worker revealed itself as the truth of the 
collective worker. Here was the un ity- in-separat ion of 
capital ism,  corrod ing the bases of workers' sol idarity, 
not just in the factory, but also across the c ity. Instead 
of the Workers' Chorus there was Sou l  Tra in .  Instead 
of the Thames I ronworks Footbal l Club ,  there was West 
Ham on Match of the Day. Instead of ne ighbours fi l l i ng  
up  parks and seasides there were fam i ly ho l iday pack­
ages with C l ub  Med .  All th is  - it shou ld  go without 
saying - proved much more entertain ing than a social ist 
meeting.  Yet it wasn't to last. The strange victories of the 
postwar period tu rned out to be only a temporary respite 
from the ravages of capital ist society. Crisis tendencies 
re-emerged, al ready in  the mid 1 960s and early 1 970s. 
The g lorious advances in  production became overpro­
duct ion ,  and fu l l  employment became unemployment. 

T H E  D E FEAT OF O L D - R EG I M E  E L I T E S  

World War I I  f ina l ly  decap itated the Eu ropean o ld  
reg ime .  The Red Army marched through the central 
Eu ropean b lood- lands ,  maki ng  itself the i n her itor of 
the opu lent c lasses' wealth .  Along the way, large land­
ho ld ings - which st i l l  formed the material basis of el ite 
power in  countries where more than half the popu lat ion 
was engaged in agr iculture - were confiscated . In it ial ly, 
some attempts were made to d istr i bute th is  confis­
cated land to peasants, but these efforts were qu ickly 
abandoned in  favour  of large-scale agr icu ltural col lec­
tivisat ion.  Meanwh i le ,  Prussia, h istoric stronghold of the 
o ld reg ime i n  Central Europe, was wiped off the map. 

I n  Western Europe, too, the aristocracy went into an 
unarrested decl ine .  Outside of Italy and Greece, th is 
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decl ine was not the result of land reform. Instead , the 
end of the old reg ime was a consequence of i nterwar 
and wart ime tu rbu lence .  Stock market c rashes,  fo l ­
lowed by  rapid i nflat ion ,  wiped ou t  fortunes that had 
long ago been d is i nvested from the countrys ide and 
then invested in  modern forms of wealth-accumu lat ion 
( in part icu lar, government bonds) . 1 The loss of colonies 
and nat ional isat ion of industries also wreaked havoc 
on upper class finances. This leve l ing down of wealth 
was then secu red , pol it ical ly, by h igh-rates of taxat ion .  

Such material transformat ions were accompanied by 
cu l tural ones. Any l i nger ing deference to establ ished 
fam i l ies was smashed i n  the war. The notables were 
no longer  so notable,  especial ly s i nce so many had 
col laborated either with occupying forces or with d is­
cred ited but home-grown Fascist reg imes. From here 
on out, classes would no longer be d ist i ngu ished by 
the head cover ings (top hat, worker's cap) they wore. 
The wars thus completed one of the main tasks of the 
Eu ropean workers' movement. They cleared the way for 
a further development of the productive forces, and, so 
too, for the expected tri umph of the working class. I n  
real ity, Europe was now merely go ing  to  catch up to  the 
Un ited States, i n  terms of the commercial isat ion of l ife 
and the integrat ion of a l l  into the fu l ly separated soc iety. 

It is true that, outside of Europe, o ld reg imes remained 
in  place, b locki ng the progress of such modern isat ion 
projects. However, precisely due to the war, colonia l  
empi res were s ign ificantly weaker, wh i le  social ist and 
capital ist models of development, with in  national zones 
of accumu lat ion ,  were much stronger. By the 1 950s, 
movements of nat ional independence were sweeping 
th rough the wor ld ,  extend ing the nat ion-state model  
to the edges of the earth  (of course, there were ho ld­
outs : South Africa, the Portuguese colonies, etc) . I n  the 
colon ies, as in  the metropoles, an attack was mounted 
against l i nger ing economic backwardness. 
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Yet ,  among  t he  v ictor i o us  i n dependence m ove­
ments - which unfolded alongside peasant insurgencies 
in Lat in  America - it was on ly the few that were led by 
romant ic revo l ut ionar ies and insp i red by Russia and 
then by China that were able to overturn the dominat ion 
of ru ral e l ites decisive ly. Revo lut ionaries reabsorbed 
el ites' landho ld ings i nto col lective farms, creat ing the 
condit ions for Russian-style b ig-push industr ial isat ion 
(even if the i r  success, i n  that regard, was usual ly rather 
l im ited) : the removal of o ld reg ime el ites freed techno­
cratic commun ists to focus on the developmental tasks 
at hand - namely, breaking up peasant communities and 
d isplacing peasants to the cit ies, where they cou ld be 
put to work in  g igantic m i l ls . 2 

Everywhere else, where the red flag was defeated - either 
because peasant i n su rgenc ies  were too weak, o r  
because peasants were d rawn into ant i -co lon ial a l l i ­
ances w i th  local e l ites - movements for land reform 
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either fai led completely, or  were so watered down as to 3 Rehman Sobhan ,  

become largely inconsequential . 3 As a result ,  old reg ime Agrarian Reform and 

el ites su rvived the transit ion to nat ional-developmental 
capital ism,  just as they had i n  the Europe of the n i ne­
teenth century, except that now, late development under 
" I ron and Rye" a l l iances was no longer viable. 

Of course, the persistence of the o ld reg ime was not 
only a matter of el ites : there was also a large remainder 
of the peasantry i n  the  g lobal countrys ide .  N ot on ly 
was th is peasantry st i l l  a large m inority i n  Western and 
Central Europe. I n  Southern and Eastern Europe, as 
we l l  as in  East Asia, the peasants accounted for the 
majority of the populat ion .  Where the o ld reg ime was 
cleared away, real dominat ion unfo lded rapid ly in the 
countrys ide :  with i n  twenty to forty years (depend ing  
on the reg ion), the peasantry had a l l  bu t  d isappeared. 
That was partly a matter of reduced po l it ical p rotec­
tions for ag r icultu ral producers, and partly the resu lt of 
new technolog ies that a l lowed the real subsumpt ion of 
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agricultural production to proceed rapid ly. After the war, 
ag ricu lture began to look more l i ke a branch of industry. 

Sti l l ,  techn ical deve lopments in ag r icu l ture cou ld not 
have ann i h i lated the heavy rema inder  of the peas­
antry worldwide by themselves. That task was left to 
demograph ic g rowth .  Postwar developments i n  pub­
l ic hea l th - inc l ud i ng  ant ib iot ics ,  i m m u n isat ion  and 
DDT - led to an unprecedented drop in  infant and ch i ld  
mortal ity levels. The result ing boost to popu lation growth 
undermined the peasantry on a g lobal scale. It was also 
associated with u rbanisat ion .  Today the majority of the 
world's popu lat ion l ives in  cities. The u rban proletariat, 
numbering more than three b i l l ion people (more than the 
g lobal popu lat ion at the end of WWI I) is ent irely depend­
ent on market production and exchange to survive. We 
have yet to see full communism but, i n  the last hour, 
we are f inal ly approach ing full capitalism. 

T H E  M OV E M E N T  T R I U M P H A N T  

With the  o ld reg ime defeated in  Europe - and a t  r i sk  o f  4 T h e  fi rst art i c le  o f  the 

revolut ionary overthrow across the world - the workers' 
movement seemed to have tri umphed,  even where its 
part ies were kept from power. By showing themse lves 
to be val iant sold iers and capable co-managers of the 
war economy, the workers not on ly defeated the o ld  
reg ime :  they also won recogn it ion w i th in  national zones 
of accumu lat ion.  Workers' d ign ity was enshrined in  law.4 

Not on ly were un ions recogn ised as workers' off icial 
representatives ; un ion barga in ing was g iven legal sup­
port .  Corporat ism re igned,  in  the us f rom the 1 930s,  
and then throughout Europe after the war. 

Meanwhi le  the very success of b ig-push industrial isa­
t ion put the romantic revolut ionaries in  the East on the 
same foot ing as the social democrats, if always a few 
steps back. The 1 950s were, accord ing to some, the 
Golden Age of social ist plann ing ;  consumer goods final ly 
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became more widely avai lable. Yet at the same t ime, any 
remain ing  appeal to a working class ident ity or  c lass 
sol idarity was reduced to a kitsch aesthetic, the source 
of many bitter jokes. The workers' movement thus ten­
dent ia l ly completed (or part ic ipated in  the complet ion 
of) the project of proletarian is ing the world 's popu lat ion,  
i n  "F i rst" ,  "Second" and "Th i rd"  world variants. 

Paradox ica l ly, at least from t he  pe rspect ive of t he  
workers' movement, t h i s  same process depleted revo­
lut ionary energ ies, for two reasons. ( 1 ) The past, which 
the workers' movement set out to ann ih i late, tu rned 
out to be a fundamental support of its revol ut ionary 
v is ion .  (2) The future, when it f inal ly arrived in the form 
of a h i gh ly developed productive apparatus ,  tu rned 
out not to g ive b i rth  to the col lective worker ;  instead, it 
reinforced the un ity- in-separat ion of capital ist society. 
The workers' movement pers isted as a socia l  force, 
but in  a sclerotic form. It could probably have gone on 
forever had it not been defeated from an unexpected 
corner - that is to say, by the reactivat ion of capital 's 
fundamental contrad ict ion .  

1 )  WITHOUT A PAST, THERE I S  N O  FUTU R E  

I t  was t he  l ived experience o f  t he  transit ion - from peas- 5 Fredr ic  Jameson ,  A 

ant and artisan commun it ies to capital ist society - that 
g ave the workers the  sense that another trans i t ion 
was poss ib le - from cap ital ist society to the coopera­
tive commonwealth .  In some sense, th is "transit ional" 
perspective was s imply about the v is ib i l ity of ways of 
l ife that were not founded solely on the cash nexus. 5 

But  the  trans i t iona l  impu lse was not j u st about the  
existence of alternatives. 

It was also about the experience of h istory unfold ing. The 
immed iate obstacles to the arrival of that future - the 
persistence of the o ld reg ime - had provided a focal 
point around which to ral ly workers at the nat ional level .  
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I ndeed, the pr iv i leges retained by lords rem inded eve­
ryone of the fai l u re of the bourgeois ie to stand up for 
its l i beral val ues. That empowered workers to take the 
lead in a c ross-class coal it io n :  in defense of secu­
lar ism,  democracy and (formal) equal ity. The idea of 

"hegemony" , made famous by Gramsci ,  extended the key 
quest ion of 1 9th centu ry French pol it ics into the 20th 
century :  which class can represent to other classes their 
true interest? And i n  the period in  which social demo­
crats and commun ists a l ike were runn ing  up  against 
the i mpasse of the workers' movement, th is  i nterest 
appeared as a nat ional one.  As long as the "bourgeois 
revo lut ion" appeared to be stal led ,  the workers could 
cla im th is mant le for themselves. That was their h is­
toric mission. Of course, it d idn 't hu rt that it was easy 
to fi nd hatred for the "h ig h-born" among the lowest 
orders - and that the d ist inction between the aristocrat 
and the capital ist was often rather s l im .  

However, it was not  on ly  the  myth of  workers' h istoric 
destiny that had depended on  the existence of the  
o ld  reg ime .  Many aspects of working-c lass cu l tu re 
were inherited from proletarians' d i rect experience of 
o ld-world forms of l ife. The workers' movement to ld 
former peasants to forget the past, but in  spite of these 
entreaties, recent u rban m ig rants found ways to bu i ld  
a new culture of  resistance on the o ld foundat ions of  
face-to-face commun ity and an uncompromis ing so l i ­
darity. L ikewise, the workers' movement admon ished 
the artisans - who knew the whole production process 
and real ly identif ied with the i r  work - for the i r  unwi l l ­
i ngness to g ive up  control over  that process, which 
was the real basis of the i r  pr ide in  the i r  work (and so 
a lso of the i r  affi rmat ion of the i r  class ident ity) . Span ish 
anarch ism in  part icu lar d rew on o ld world resou rces 
for its pol it ical i ntrans igence. Once those resources 
were gone,  so too was the most intransigent wing of 
the workers' movement. 
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2) T H E  P R E S E N T  WAS N OT WHAT T H EY HAD I MAG I N ED 

In order to su rvive into the post-WWI I  era, the Social 6 See Robert Bren-

Democratic parties and the trade un ions found them- ner, 'The Paradox of 

selves forced to d isem power their own membersh ips Soc ia l  Democracy: 

as a means of steadying the i r  cou rse on the road to The Amer ican Case', 

power. D u ri ng  the wars, the workers' o rgan isat ions i n  The Year Left: an  

had become organ isat ions for  manag ing labou r-power. American Socialist 

Indeed, at key moments those organisations showed Yearbook (Verso 

that they were wi l l i ng  to put down the rad ical wings 1985). 

of the i r  own movements in  order to demonstrate the i r  
capacity to ru le with in  the bounds of capital ist society. 7 See Pau l  Romano 

But success in  repressing membersh ips only tended to 
undermine the power of the leaderships in  the long run .  6 

That was because the fu rther development of the pro­
ductive forces, i n  which the workers' movement put i ts 
faith ,  undermined the very basis of that movement. More 
and more workers were employed in industry, as the 
movement had hoped. However, the increas ing frag­
mentat ion of the industrial labour  process made it ever 
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more d ifficu lt for workers to ident ify with their  work as a a Corne l i u s  Castor iad is  

source of d ign ity and pr ide. What each worker d id  was re leased th ree art i-

increas ing ly just one step in  a large process, unfo ld ing c les unde r  the t i t le 

across mu lt ip le  production sites, which ind iv idual work- 'On  the Content of 

ers could not possibly hope to understand. Factory work Socia l i sm '  between 

was both boring and unfulfi l l i ng ,  especial ly for young 1 955  and 1958. 

workers entering modern factories bui lt i n  the 1 950s 
and 60s.7 The falling a way of an affirmable working­
class identity did not need to wait for deindustrialisation 
to begin. New anti-work, or at least, anti-factory-work 
sent iments with i n  the factory led some theorists to 
quest ion not on ly the form of the revo lut ion (that is to 
say, the ro le of the party, or  that of the state), but also 
"the content of social ism " :8 a better form of l ife had to 
be someth ing  else than the end less development of 
mach inery and large-scale industry. 
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That workers wou ld  lose the i r  ab i l ity to unde rstand 
the i r  work,  and also the i r  sense of fu lfi lment i n  work, 
had been ant ic ipated by many movement strateg ists. 
Nevertheless, workers were expected to take pride in 
the fact that - even if they could no longer understand 
the enti rety of the production process themselves - their 
understand i ng  was st i l l  somehow e mbod ied i n  the  
savoir-faire of  the workforce as  a who le ,  that is ,  the  
col lective worker.9 

I n  sp ite of the development of the productive forces, 
labour, it was insisted , remained the source of al l  wealth ,  
its latent power and knowledge reflected prec ise ly 
i n  that deve lopment.  That tu rned out not to be t rue :  
knowledge of the production process was no longer 
located i n  the p lace of the col lective worker, but rather 
( i f  anywhere), i n  the place of the col lective techn ic ian .  
That was a key point because - whi le  it upended the 
foundat ion-stone of the workers' movement - it also 
f inal ly confirmed Marx's perspective i n  the "fragment 
on mach ines" (reproduced more soberly i n  Capital). 

Here was the real obsolescence of the value form,  of 
a social relat ion which measured wealth in terms of 
labour t ime. It was i ncreas ing ly the case that human 
labour was no longer the main productive force ; sci­
ence - often appl ied to the worst ends of i ndustr ia l  

"development"- took labour 's place. That p rofound ly 
affected workers' self-understand ing ,  the i r  experience 
of what they d id and their place i n  the world : workers 
could no longer see themselves as bu i ld ing the world 
in the name of modern ity o r  a better, mo re rat iona l  
way of  l iv ing .  On the contrary, that world was al ready 
bu i lt ,  and it was ent i rely out of the i r  hands. Modern ity 
presented itself as th is imposing th ing ,  which workers' 
confronted , not as subject, but rather, as an object to 
be regu lated and contro l led .  
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The factory was only one part of th is new real ity. It was in 10 These i ssues  w i l l  be 

the total transformation of the environment, both human exp lored at g reater 

and ecological ,  that the fully separated society real ly l ength in ' Error ' ,  in 

came into its own . Society is no longer just the means Endnotes 5, forth-

of production ,  a set of factories that can be taken over 
and self-managed by the workers who run them. Those 
factories, as wel l  as everyth ing else about modern l ife, 
rely on a massive infrastructure. One cannot hope that 
workers wi l l  storm the bosses' offices as if they were 
so many winter palaces. The bases of social power are 
now much more d ispersed . They are located not just 
in the repressive apparatuses of the pol ice ,  the ja i ls  
and the armed forces and the so-cal led " ideological" 
apparatuses of schools, churches, and telev is ion.  They 
include also power stations, water-treatment plants, gas 
stat ions, hospitals, sanitat ion, ai rports, ports, and so on.  
Just l i ke the factories themselves, al l  of this infrastructure 
re l ies on a legion of eng ineers and techn icians, who 
keep the whole th ings running from m inute to m inute. 
These techn ic ians possess no col lective workers' iden­
tity, nor were they ever inc luded i n  the programmes of 
the workers' movements. 1 0  

I n  t h i s  new context, t he  role o f  t he  social ist state could 
no longer be s imp ly to add up  the federated workers (a 
ro le it retained in  the v is ion of counci l  commun ists). The 
social ist state had to embody the techn ical rational ity of 
the whole system, in a l l  its complexity. I t  would have to 
become the central organ of coord ination, hand ing down 
d i rectives, but without rep l icat ing the authoritarian ism 
of the USSR.  Social democrats were at a loss in  terms 
of f igur ing out how to ach ieve th is new goal .  Hence the 
g rowing identif icat ion of social democracy with a form 
of technocrat ic plann ing that would manipu late but not 
d isp lace markets, i n  order to ensure fu l l  employment. 
This new vis ion owed much to m i l itary plann ing i n  the 
world wars and the (negat ive) example of the Soviet 
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Un ion .  But it was possib le because of the Keynesian 
Revolut ion . We wil l  d iscuss the prom ises of that "new 
macroeconom ics" short ly. 

Before we do, however, it is worth reiterat ing th is point .  
The postwar technocracy wasn't s imp ly an ideolog ical 
effect of an era that de ified the scientist and eng ineer. 
It was a real p rob lem of management that ar ises i n  
a wor ld  that embodies the separat ion of each from 
each - and their reun ificat ion through markets - that 
is the val ue-form. Th is separat ion is fi rst and foremost 
one between workers, a l iteral division of labour. This 
d iv is ion means that workers can only come together on 
the basis of their pr ior separation, as so many operat ives, 
as representatives of th is or that workplace, in  order to 
somehow decide what to do. I n  this context, gett ing r id 
of the state - without some degree of s impl ificat ion of 
l ife - is extremely d ifficu lt to imagine.  

L U M B E R I N G  O N  

I n  the aftermath o f  WWI I  the socia l ists st i l l  expected 
that they wou ld  w in .  They imag ined a g lorious future 
would soon wash over them.  But if they could del iver 
the goods in  the meant ime,  by being better managers 
of cap ital ism than the cap ital ists themselves, then a l l  
the better. Indeed, for the workers' part ies and un ions 
in  Europe, the post-war years were f i l led with promise. 
Having al ready ( long before the war) d i l uted the i r  c lass 
character to ga in  votes - embrac ing  the bourgeo is  
not ions of  " the people" and " the nat ion"- these parties 
(the Brit ish Labour Party, the SPD in Germany, the French 
SFIO) were in  a posit ion to capital ise on popu lar resent­
ment for the old pol it ical establ ishment (and to draw on 
the apparent success of the planned war economies and 
the New Deal), to put forward a state-led reconstruc­
tion effort under the banner of Keynesian econom ics. 
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Keynesian ism a l lowed social ists to maintain the i r  idea- 1 1  Eley, Forging De-

log ical role as champions of the working class, but to 
sh ift away from the problems of power and autonomy on 
the shopfloor, towards pol ic ies that would affect wealth 
and income d istri but ion at the nat ional leve l .  This move 
also coincided with a transfer of power and inf luence 
from union representatives to electoral representatives. 
Yet ,  i n  office, the latter were forced to behave l i ke any 
other party - respect i ng  the i nterests of those who 
control  i nvestment ,  and thereby the i r  chances of re­
elect ion .  Having abandoned a l l  d reams of " revo lut ion" 
i n  the name of " reform" ,  the socia l  democrats were 
increas ing ly forced to abandon a l l  hope of " reform" in  
the name of  " peace" and "stabi l ity" . 

The result was a ho l lowing out of the o ld workers' move­
ment ,  the  g utti ng  of the  co l lect ive identity that had 
underg i rded it . There were two d imensions to th is ,  pr ior 
to the revenge of the external l im it i n  the 1 970s. Fi rst 
of al l ,  new forms of government stimu l us to consumer 
demand were often taken d i rectly from the workers' 
movement :  unemployment benefits, pension schemes, 
co l lect ively subs id ised health care. When the state 
adopted these measures, workers cou ld be forg iven 
for bel iev ing that they had won. But without these key 
e lements of its programme - and hav ing meanwh i le  
abandoned the project of social isat ion of the means of 
production - the social democrats were at a loss as 
to what to do.  The same was true of the un ions :  "trade 
un ion ism lost its credent ia ls as a progressive force;' 
s ince "workers' wel l -be ing"  now derived from "a wider 
publ ic charge" (that is, the welfare state) ; consequently, 

"col lective bargain ing s l id  more easi ly into sect ional ism,  
less attentive to a general working-class interest or  to 
effects on other un ions and categories of workers." 1 1  As 
wages were bolstered by post-war growth ,  un ions were 
left to hash out the contractual f ine pr int in each sector. 
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However, in taking on th is  management role, the d is­
tance between un ion leadersh ips and the rank-and-fi le  
widened to a chasm. State recogn it ion of un ions ended 
up  putt i ng  offic ia ls at yet another remove from the i r  
membersh i ps ,  wh i l e  s imu ltaneous ly i ncreas i ng  the i r  
respons i b i l i t ies as accepted co-managers of soc i ­
ety. Under new condit ions, the opt imal s ize of  un ions 
increased ; as a result formal gr ievance procedures were 
substituted for shop-floor m i l itancy. At the same t ime,  
un ion offic ia ls had more and more funct ions to perform 
above and beyond the representat ion of workers to the 
emp loyer :  u n ions prov ided accident and unemp loy­
ment protect ion ,  as we l l  as pens ions .  Wh i le  the part ial 
de-commod ificat ion of labour  power associated with 
government-recogn ised un ions (and extensive labour  
regu lat ions) gave workers more bargain ing  power, i t  
s imu ltaneously rendered un ion organ isat ions more con­
servative in  outlook. Management of ever more g igantic 
pension funds and insurance schemes tu rned un ion ists 
into bureaucratic functionaries, fearfu l of any d isturbance 
that might hu rt the i r  - and they cou ld reasonably c laim ,  
also t he  workers' - bottom l i ne .  

Whether they act as l iaisons of  state functionaries, or as 
quasi-state funct ionaries themselves, the pressu re for 
union leaders to behave "responsibly" increased, and the 
d istance from the i r  base widened. Thus organisat ions 
formed i n  the defense of workers become organ isa­
tions that co-manage labour  markets on behalf of the 
regu lated economy, ensur ing labour  peace on the one 
hand ,  and protect ing wage gains on the other, a l l  i n  the 
name of stab i l is ing the bus iness cycle.  This move, on 
the part of un ions,  was not real ly a se l l i ng-out .  Un ions 
were pursu ing the same course they always had, and 
to its log ical conc lus ions :  attem pt ing 1 )  to preserve 
the organisat ions,  and 2) to defend the membersh ip ,  
i n  a context i n  wh ich most of the forma l  r ig hts they 
had fought for had been won (the o ld e l ites had been 
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destroyed) and the wage-earn ing popu lat ion was less 
new, less unstable, and i ncreas ing ly d ifferentiated. 

Combined with the fact that workers had much more 
d ifficu lty identify ing the world around them as "made" 
by them (rather than the machines, the engineers, or the 
state-planners) , these transformations spelt the decl ine 
of a shared,  aff irmable workers' ident ity, even pr ior to 
the downfal l  of the workers' movement. 
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5 T H E  D E FEAT O F  T H E  WO R K E RS' M OVE M E N T  

Left to its own devices, the workers' movement might 
have gone on indef in itely i n  a sclerotic form. Yet, as i t  
tu rned out ,  the triumph of the workers' movement in  the 
g reat post-war sett lements was a Pyrrh ic victory - and 
not because the workers, i n  '68 ,  came to reject the best 
that capital ism had to offer. The end of the postwar 
comprom ise was the resu l t  of the re-emergence of 
capital 's objective cr is is tendencies after 1 965. This is 
what we above cal led the "external l im it" of the workers' 
movement, and it p layed out as 1 )  a g lobal dynam ic - in 
competit ion between reg ional blocs of capital , and 2) 
sectoral sh ifts with i n  each bloc. 

1 )  G LO BA L  DYN A M I C  

I n  t he  course o f  t he  twentieth centu ry, t he  number of 
nat ional zones of accumu lat ion mu lt ip l ied .  Each zone 
developed its own factory system , and, moreover, the 
productive capacity of the factories was compounded 
exponential ly over t ime. These were not automatic ten­
dencies of an expand ing world capital ism.  As we have 
seen, late development was pol it ical ly med iated ; g iven 
preva i l i ng class dynamics, i n  which old reg ime el ites 
and colonial admin istrat ions played starr ing roles, ongo­
ing industr ial development was an uncertain prospect, 
even i n  parts of Europe. Moreover, late development 
became more d ifficu l t  to pul l  off over t ime,  s ince the 
technological front ier was always being driven outward 
and the necessary i nfrastructu ral support for industrial 
expansion became increasingly techn ical ly complex. 

In  the postwar per iod, new geopol it ical real it ies he lped 
some states overcome these i m ped iments .  D u ri ng  
the war, Stal i n i sm had  expanded i t s  sphere o f  infl u ­
ence ;  t hen  the Ch inese Revolut ion opened a new era 
of comm u n ist i nsu rgenc ies,  across the low- income 
world .  Both  encouraged the u s  and European powers 
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(except Portugal) to rel i nqu ish strateg ies of isolat ion- 1 Also ,  the deve lop-

ism and - after 1 960 - empire ,  and instead to promote 
industrial development with in  the bounds of the "free 
world" .  I nternat ional trade was encouraged and indus­
tr ial isat ion promoted (although programmes of rad ical 
land reform were crushed). The gap that had opened 
up  between advanced capital ist countries and the rest 
of the world d id  not close ; however, it was no longer 
expand ing .  Yet these changed g lobal condit ions were 
momentous only in  Western Europe and in  deve lop ing 
East As ia ,  where increas ing ly large, regional  "b locs" of  
capital rapid ly expanded the i r  reach .  

Twentieth century econom ists imag ined that nat ional 
zones of accumu lat ion were the proper space for late 
deve lopment .  In t ruth rap id  econom ic  expans ion  i n  
t h e  m id-n ineteenth and early twentieth centur ies was 
al ready predicated both on export ing industrial goods 
to fore ign markets, and on import ing raw mater ia ls and 
sou rces of energy, usual ly from other markets i n  the 
low- i ncome world . Neverthe less, a qual itative transfor­
mat ion took place in  the postwar period. The expand ing 
industries of  the second industr ial revolut ion pushed 
against nat ional boundaries, i n  search of new markets, 
to be sure, but also eventual ly in  search of new sources 
of i ndustr ial parts product ion and sites for i ndustr ia l 
assembly. The eviscerat ion of o ld-world el ites i n  the 
World Wars and the th reat of a creep ing  Stal i n ism  
perm itted t he  establ ishment o f  new reg ional zones of 
accumu lat ion ,  as new containers for these i ndustries, 
for it weakened protect ion ist i nterests. 1 

Thus much of the world was div ided between an Ameri­
can bloc under US management, a Eu ropean bloc under 
Franco-German management, an East Asian bloc under 
Japanese management, and a Soviet bloc under Russian 
management. Tying these together were transnat ional 
inst itut ions l i ke the UN,  NATO, the GATT, etc. The brief 
tri umph of the workers' movement was partly due to a 
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transnational component : in the inf luence of Russia on 
i ts opponents during the co ld war, the m i l itary- industrial 
expansion of the state (enab l ing var ious exper iments in 
social plann ing), and the extension of industrial f irms into 
new reg ional markets without yet offshor ing production 
itself . The workers could get a seat at the table both 
because of their strateg ic  posit ion i n  the heart of th is  
g rowth mach ine ,  and because "state capita l ism" was, 
for a br ief moment,  real ly on the cards. 

Yet without the possib i l ity of war between these reg ional 
b locs, their s imu ltaneous growth inevitably led to a satu­
rat ion of export markets. Competit ion between nat ional 
b locs of capital - centered i n  the us, Western Eu rope 
and East Asia - intensif ied, i n  the m id- 1 960s. G lobal 
markets became increas ing ly oversupp l ied ,  eventual ly 
making it so that no one b loc could g row qu ickly un less 
it did so at the expense of the others. 2 The result  was 
a decl ine in rates of industr ial output g rowth ,  which fe l l  
below rates o f  labour productivity growth in  the 1 980s. 

Th is point should be emphasised : de-industrialisation was 
not the resu l t  of a m i racu lous technolog ical d iscovery, 
pushing productivity growth-rates to new heights. Rather, 
it was due  to chron ic  overproduct ion ,  which pushed 
output growth-rates down, with less severe effects on 
productivity. The same trends of s lowing g lobal output 
growth, and med iocre productivity growth, have continued 
down to the present, even taking into account Ch inese 
expansion.  On th is basis, industrial employment g rowth 
f inal ly went i nto reverse, not on ly on a temporary, bus i­
ness cycle basis ,  but permanently, over crests as much 
as busts. De- industr ial isation replaced industria l isat ion 
as a worldwide tendency, although l i ke industr ia l isation ,  
it was never a s imp le secu lar t rend .  Capital 's trajectory 
was thus d ifferent from what the workers' expected .  
The development o f  t he  productive forces tu rned ou t  to 
mean not the becoming majority of the industrial working 
class, but rather, its tendential d issolut ion .  
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2) S ECTO RAL S H I FTS 

Of cou rse, th is d id  not s ignal  the end of the worki ng 
class. Along with the above-mentioned techn ical and 
infrastructural innovat ions came the enormous growth 
of adm i n i strat ive ,  bookkeep i n g ,  l og is t ica l ,  se rv ice , 
commun icat ion and instructional labour :  "wh ite col lar" 
jobs. These jobs g rew even as i ndustr ia l  jobs were 
d isappeari ng .  Thus whi lst the new industr ies (contra 
Marx's prediction) created jobs and temporari ly saved 
the industr ial worki ng  class from decl ine ,  it was th is  
latter sector which absorbed most of the decl i ne  i n  
the agricu l tural workforce . And wh i lst the o ld un ions 
cou ld organise th is new sector, victories were far less 
consistent, for the hegemonic work ing class identity 
tended to d issolve on this new terra in .  However, th is 
i s  exp la ined less by the nat u re of these j o bs ,  and 
therefore not by the i r  absolute growth ,  than by the fact 
of a s lugg ish demand for labour. 

I n  part, service jobs g rew because most services are 
not i nternat iona l ly tradable .  There cannot be i nterna­
t ional overproduction i n  services, as there can be in 
both i ndustry and agr icu l ture .  But the non-tradabi l ity 
of services is part and parcel of the fact that services, 
a lmost by defi n it ion ,  are on ly  formal ly but not real ly 
subsumed. That is to say, the production process in  ser­
vices is resistant to the sort of capital ist transformat ion 
that wou ld  make those services amenable to regu lar 
increases in  labour productivity. I n  other words, services 
aren't produced in  factories (where d i rect human labour 
g ives way to mach ine production). 

I t  i s  the resistance of econom ic  act iv i t ies to real 
s u bs u m pt ion  that makes them i nto last i ng  sou rces 
of emp loyment g rowth .  That was why, w it h i n  i ndus­
try, assembly processes saw the greatest increase i n  
employment, in  the course o f  the twentieth century. More 
rarely, whole industrial sectors resisted real subsumption, 
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past a certain point . Those sectors saw massive employ­
ment growth ,  too : in the apparel industry, the sewing 
mach ine was the last g reat technological development. 
C loth i ng  is st i l l  m ostly sewn with those n i neteenth­
century mach ines in sweatshops across the world .  

But  most of  what was resistant to  real subsumption was 
not industry at a l l  - but rather services. With notable 
exceptions, it has general ly proven d ifficult to transform 
service-making processes, to make them amenable to 
constant increases in  labour productivity. I n  fact, "ser­
vices" is someth ing of a false category. Services are 
precisely those economic activit ies that get left beh ind : 
they consist of a l l  the act ivit ies that prove resistant to 
being transformed into goods (that is, self-service imple­
ments). To be transformed into a good is the typical way 
that an economic act ivity becomes real ly subsumed : 
carriage d rivers are replaced with cars, washerwomen 
are replaced by wash ing mach ines. Because services 
are not real ly subsumed, productivity g rowth remains 
modest. Even if output grows more slowly in  services 
than it had i n  industry (dur ing the latter's heyday), it 
i s  neverthe less the case that the n u m ber of serv ice 
jobs stead i ly increases. Here is the long-term tendency 
of capital ism : to produce a post- industrial wasteland, 
where e mp loyment  g rows s lowly, and workers are 
very precar ious. 

The growing segment of the working class who occupied 
these not-yet-real ly-subsumed jobs had an experience 
of work and the capital ist mode of production that d if­
fered from the industrial workers who formed the core 
of the workers' movement :  

Real subsumpt ion is what makes workers' jobs a l ike ,  
across industr ies. I t  is the process of mechanisat ion 
that reduces al l  workers to semi-ski l led factory hands. 
Without mechanisat ion ,  labour  processes retain their 
specific ity, i n  terms of the ski l l s  requ i red (making coffee 
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versus programm ing  versus teach ing versus cari ng) .  
Service jobs are less homogeneous. For the same rea­
son,  the wage scale is  more d ispersed . Here is  the 
d ifference between the experience of industr ial work­
ers, becoming a compact mass, and the experience of 
service workers, confront ing an end less d i fferentiat ion 
of tasks. 

2 Real subsumpt ion concentrates workers into massive 
combines, where they work with huge quantities of fixed 
capital .  That is what g ives industrial workers the power 
to stop society by refus ing to work. There are many bot­
t lenecks i n  the industrial production process : stopping 
work i n  one p lace can sometimes shut down an ent i re 
industry. The opposite is true in services: many service 
workers are l ittered across i nnumerab le shops,  and 
most of  those are involved i n  f ina l  sales to consumers 
(a major  except ion is d istri but ional services). 

3 Real subsumption is the potent ia l ly l im it less g rowth in 
labou r  productivity. Workers experience those produc­
tivity gains as a contrad ict io n :  we produce a world of 
freedom, but we know that freedom to mean , potential ly, 
our  own unemployment, and therefore unfreedom.  By 
contrast , the service workers' experience is not l i nked to 
the tri umph of free t ime.  On the contrary, it is the fai l u re 
to generate free t ime that creates employment. Endless 
busy-work, which is nevertheless essential for valorisa­
t ion, is what creates jobs and generates incomes. D i rect 
human labour remains central to the work process ; it is 
not a supplement to the power of mach ines. 

WO R K E R S  AT T H E  L I M I T 

The response of the  workers to t h i s  change i n  for­
tune was - against the standard i nterpretat ion of May 
'68 - in fact qu ite weak. The re latively low-amp l itude 
of the wave of struggles in  the advanced industrial ised 
countr ies from 1 9 6 8  to 7 7, the fact that they never 
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d i rectly chal lenged the mode of product ion ,  is largely 
explained by the depletion of rank-and-fi le-m i l itancy in 
the earl ier period. When confronted with the external 
l im it ,  the un ions proved to be ho l low mono l iths,  unable 
to appeal either to the membersh ip  they had system­
at ical ly d is-empowered, o r  to the state on which they 
had become increas ing ly dependent.  It was the pr ior 
incorporat ion of aspects of the workers' movement 
i n to  t he  state t hat dampened  t he  response of t he  
workers to  cap i ta l 's rest ruct u r i ng .  Bu t  t h at d efeat 
was inevitable, s i nce the very industr ies on wh ich the 
workers' movement had been based were the ones that 
were undermined by the restructur ing .  

Al l that remains of the workers' movement are un ions that 
manage the slow bleed-out of stable employment; social 
democratic  part ies that implement austerity measures 
when conservat ive parties fai l  to do so; and commun ist 
and anarch ist sects that wait (act ively or passively) for 
the i r  chance to rush the stage .  These organisat ions 
have hardly been consigned to the dustb in  of h istory. 
Yet none is l i kely to rejuvenate itself on the world scale. 
The workers' movement is no longer a force with the 
potential to remake the world .  That it was such a force 
was what gave l ife to these cu rrents with in  the workers' 
movement : they no longer make sense ; their coord inates 
have been scrambled.  

But of cou rse the end of the workers' movement is not 
the same th ing as the end of e ither capital or  the work­
ing class. Even as more and more workers are rendered 
superfluous to the needs of capital, the relat ion between 
these two terms cont inues to defi ne what counts as a 
l ife worth l iv ing .  Thus, the class re lat ion has outl ived the 
real movement that was supposed to destroy it . I ndeed 
the c lass re lat ion  has on ly become m o re dom i nant 
s ince the end of the workers' movement :  for women 
everywhere,  for peasants, etc. 
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What has changed in th is period is that the d iverse frac­
t ions of the working class no longer shape themselves 
into a workers' movement. Except in  react ionary ways 
(when one part of the class defends its access to a 
d im in ish ing pool of stable jobs), workers rarely aff irm 
their shared ident ity as workers. There are a number of 
reasons for th is  transformat ion ,  all of wh ich have fo l ­
lowed from the  " restructur ing" o f  the  class re lat ion in  the 
1 970s. As the profit rate decl ined after 1 973, a surp lus 
of workers and capital swe l led into existence. It became 
possib le to attack workers' material existence, and nec­
essary to do so, s ince competit ion among capitals was 
intensify ing .  Because they were under attack, nat ional ly 
situated workers' movements found themselves unable 
to score the material gains that had been the i r  f inal rea­
son for existence. Workers abandoned the organisations 
to which they had - even as those organisations proved 
to be counter-revolut ionary - formerly c lung .  

Everywhere, the working class is less homogeneous - it  
is stratif ied across h igh- and low-income occupat ions ;  
i ts work is more precarious ;  and it switches jobs more 
frequently. More and more workers feel l i ke work has no 
purpose ; for more and more are employed i n  dead-end 
service jobs, or  are unemployed or unemployable. L ike 
the housewives of an earl ier era, they produce l ittle more 
than the everyday reproduction of the class relation itself. 
For these reasons, we cannot fo l low the autonom ists in 
supposing that an "objective" recomposition of the class 
wi l l  f ind its correlate in a new "subjective" affi rmat ion 
of c lass ident ity. 

I t 's not that it 's impossib le today to g lorify work or work­
ers ;  it 's that those who can do so are necessari ly a 
m inority. They can no longer pose the i r  act ivity, or the 
activity of any concrete fract ion of the class, as hav ing 
un iversal s ign if icance. The workers' movement rested 
on a vision of the future that turned out to be a dream. I n  
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the second half of the twentieth century workers awoke 
from th is dream to d iscover that all that was supposed 
to bring them together had actual ly separated them.  

C O N C L U S I O N :  TH E M ETAPHYS I C S  O F  C LASS STR U G G L E  

The mach inery o f  accumu lation is breaking down. As 3 As is hopefu l l y  c lear 

yet, no revo lut ionary force appears ready to oppose its from the arg u ment 

g lobal re ign .  I t  makes sense then that we mourn the l a id  out ,  above ,  th i s  

workers' movement, that we look back nostalg ically on a metaphys i c  was not 

t ime when that movement presented itself as a counter- s i m p ly a 'wrong idea' ,  

force, even if a problematic one. How could one not feel which could have 

a nostalg ia  for the past , l iv ing in a t ime when there is been otherwise .  It 

l itt le to stop the ravages of capital ist social dynamics? emerged more or  

But we must not let nostalg ia c loud our  understand ing ,  l ess  organ ica l ly  ou t  

making us bel ieve that it wou ld be possib le to renew of workers' strugg les  

the struggles of an era that has come to an end. People with i n  a part i cu la r  

do not make h istory under self-selected c i rcumstances, social and po l i t ica l  

but rather under exist ing ones. H uman ity has survived frame, wh ich  no 

the era of the b i rth of capita l ism, a l though not without longer perta ins .  

trauma. Now, we must get on with i ts destruct ion .  

How is th is  task to be accompl ished? The workers' 
movement embodied a certain idea about how it was 
to be done. At its heart was a metaphysical concept ion ,  
that of the col lective worker, which has si nce d issolved .3 

Society is st i l l  the product of a l l  these worki ng people : 
who grow and distribute food, who extract minerals from 
the earth ,  who make clothes, cars, and computers, who 
care for the old and the inf i rm, and so on. But the g lue 
that ho lds them together is not  an ever more conscious 
social so l idarity. On the contrary, the glue that holds 
them together is the price mechan ism. The market is 
the material human commun ity. It un ites us, but on ly i n  
separat ion ,  on l y  in  and  through the  compet it ion o f  one 
with a l l .  If the world 's workers stopped worki ng - turn­
ing the i r  attent ion instead to rout ing the capital ists and 
the i r  goons - they wou ld  not f ind at the i r  d isposal a 
ready-made mode of social organisat ion ,  born of the i r  
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"actua l"  un ity (that is ,  the co l lective worker). I nstead , 4 See Anton Pan ne-

they wou ld  be th rown i nto a social void,  with in  which it koek's World Revolu-

would be necessary to construct human relat ions anew. 

The reason it is no longer  poss ib le  to be l ieve in the 
col lective worker as the h idden truth of capital ist social 
re lat ions is s imply this: the extension of capital ist social 
re lat ions to the ends of the earth was not associated 
with an ever more class-conscious workforce ; qu ite 
the opposite. I n  the period immed iately fo l lowing World 
War I ,  a number of theories emerged to expla in why this 
was the case.4 After al l ,  revolut ion had taken p lace in  
"backwards" Russia but fai led to come off in  "advanced" 
Germany, where the worki n g  c lass had been mo re 
industr ia l ised. Why had industr ia l organ isat ion fai led 
to generate class consciousness? 

One set of explanations focused on the role of bourgeois 
ideology: the emergence of a class consciousness had 
been b locked by a false consciousness, wh ich was 
imp lanted in workers' m i nds  by the apparatuses of 
bourgeois society : its presses, its schools, its churches. 
This i nst i tut ional mach inery was putt ing d rugs i n  the 
workers' d ri n king  water. Another set of explanat ions 
focused on the ro le of mediating institutions of the work­
ing class itself. Trade unions and parties were supposed 
to shape workers' wi l ls  i nto an immense hammer, with 
which the o ld world wou ld  be smashed. I nstead , th is  
hammer e i ther  sat id ly by, o r  e lse was tu rned against 
the class itself (such betrayals were frequently explained 
as a matter of a certain embourgeoisement of party and 
un ion leaderships). 

In real ity, it was ne i ther  bou rgeo is  ideo logy nor the  
med iat ion of  workers' organisat ions that was to b lame, 
most fundamental ly, for the fai l u re of a revo lut ionary 
consc iousness to genera l i se .  As it tu rned out ,  t he  
extension o f  capital ist social re lat ions gave b i rth not 
to the co l lective worker, but rather  to the separated 
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society. The more workers' l ives were imbricated i n  5 Of course ,  n o n e  of 

market relat ions,  the more they were reduced to the these revo lu t ions  led 

atom ised observers of their own explo itation .  I n  the to anyth i ng  remotely 

cou rse of the twentieth century, social ist revolut ions l i ke com mun i sm .  

did not  emerge where the fu l l  efflorescence of  capital ist 
social forms had been ach ieved . Rather, they emerged 
where those re lat ions had only recently extended them-
selves.5 With t ime,  revolut ionary potentials appeared to 
d im in ish everywhere that capital ist society developed. 
At that point - except i n  rare c i rcumstances, which we 
wi l l  come to momentari ly - workers could embody the i r  
combative wi l l  on ly i n  med iated forms,  such as trade 
un ions and part ies. These inst itut ions were part of th is 
society, and as such,  reflected i ts basic character. It took 
a lmost half a century after 1 9 1 7 for this real ity to clar ify 
itself. For a l l  its i nadequacies, Guy Debord 's Society 
of the Spectacle i ntu ited at least th is sad real ity: the 
extension of capital ist socia l  relat ions was reflected i n  
t he  increas ing separat ion o f  workers from one another, 
even as they became increas ing ly dependent on one 
another for the i r  survival . 

Construct ing an "actual" un ity, under these condit ions, 
had to be a pol it ical project : it was that of the workers' 
movement itself. Act ing with i n  this society - against a 
cu rrent that became ever more intense - the movement 
pressed forward . It became lost, however, i n  a sea of 
d ifferential i nterests :  those of women and men, young 
and o ld ,  "wh ite" and non-"wh ite" ,  and so on .  Workers 
could br idge the gaps among the i r  sect ional i nterests 
on ly i nsofar as they be l ieved, and conv inced others 
to bel ieve, in a shared identity :  the col lective worker. 
However, the un ity thereby named was not a " real " un ity, 
g iven immediately by the fu l l  flowering of capital ist social 
relat ions.  It was a fict ion presupposed and posited by 
the movement itself. 

On this basis of shared identity, workers' day-to-day 
strugg les - from which many workers benefited on ly 
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i nd i rectly, if at a l l  - appeared to be un iversal ly ut i l itar­
ian : "an injury to one" became "an inju ry to a l l " .  By some 
measures, this project was wi ld ly successfu l .  By means 
of so l idarity and sacrifice,  workers were able to win 
socia l  protect ions for the unemployed , the elderly, and 
the destitute. Furthermore, by l im it ing the circumstances 
under which they were obl iged to sell the ir  labour, work­
ers also compressed wage h ierarch ies. However, the i r  
efforts d id not produce a revol ut ionary rupture .  Eventu­
al ly, the corrosive character of capital ist social re lat ions 
d issolved the f ict ive un it ies of the workers' movement. 
And here we are, today. 

Today there is everywhere a common ly felt absence 
of the institut ional forms of sol idarity that formed the 
backbone of the workers' movement. When we need 
to f ind a job,  o r  when we have problems with a land­
lord, there are no chambers of labour, no mutual aid 
societ ies to which to turn .  We are left with noth ing but 
the state and its anci l lary charit ies. Today's strategic 
th inkers thus u rgently try to i nvent new organ isat ions of 
th is k ind (places to dwel l  and share), or  seek to revive 
those of the past (un ion ,  party, co-op). But these new 
or revived structu res lack staying power, for they are 
bu i l t  on the sh ift ing sands of the fu l ly separated society : 
no matter how much water one pours on them,  they 
refuse to cake up .  

It 's t rue that i n  many ways the d ifferences among work­
ers that the labour movement had to overcome, in the 
fi rst half  of the twentieth century, have been sign ificantly 
reduced . In the h igh- income countries, and in  many low­
i ncome countries as wel l ,  the vast majority of workers 
l ive in  u rban areas. Their on ly country of res idence is 
commodity- land.  They obtain a lmost everyth ing they 
need - paying mortgages or rent ing apartments, buying 
food,  c loth ing ,  and assorted gadgets, and purchas ing 
enterta inment - by sel l i ng  the i r  capac ity to labour. In  
th is context, subcultures emerge and d ie  off, but these 
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are al l  overlaid on an abid ing cultural flatness. For many 6 A deeper  transforma-

people, nat ional identity has become l itt le more than l ion has occurred ,  

a matter of nat ional languages and cu is i nes. National as we l l ,  wh ich  has 

monuments stand i n  for any more engag ing h istorical further d i m i n i shed 

awareness. Meanwh i le ,  there are women CEOs,  b lack the chances for a 

CEOs, gay CEOs, and so on .  resurgence o f  a 

c lass-based po l i t ics 

Yet even so, certain social d ifferences have hardened. 
The wage scale cont inues to i nstant iate a h ie rarchy 
among workers, generat ing d ifferential l ife chances for 
workers and the i r  ch i ldren .  These l ife chances are also 
determ ined by d ifferential accumu lat ions of assets : the 
ch i ldren of some workers inherit handsome sums, which 
may not a l low them to stop worki ng ,  but at least ensure 
that they wi l l  l ive no less wel l  than the i r  parents d id  i n  
the i r  later years. For  most workers, however, there is no 
such personal ised safety net. Nor  are unemployment 
and underemployment randomly d istr ibuted across the 
class. They cont inue to correspond to d ifferences of 
gender, race, nat ional ity, imm igration status, etc. I nter­
ests among workers tend to d iverge most strongly when 
the economy is growing slowly, or stagnat ing.  Of course, 
i n  most countr ies the economy has not g rown qu ickly 
for a very, very long t ime.6 

Today crises are more frequent .  More and more peo­
ple are shunted into an existence defi ned by low-pay, 
i rregu lar work, and i nformal ity, in other words, every­
th ing we have cal led surp lus populat ions.  The d iv is ion 
between the st i l l  regu larly employed and the fract ions 
of the surp lus popu lat ion is becoming the key d iv is ion 
with in  strugg les, today. Because we reiterate th is point ,  
our  analysis is often taken to imply that we th ink th ings 
are look ing up  because everyth ing is gett ing worse : la 
politique du pire. I t  i s  certa in ly un l i kely that revolut ions 
wi l l  take p lace i n  a t ime when th ings are s imp ly gett ing 
better - nor when they are stat ical ly bad . 
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However, there is no hope in th ings gett ing worse, by 1 'Spontane ity, Med ia-

themselves. Revolutionary hopes are found only in revolts, t ion ,  Ruptu re', End-

which tend to emerge out of a frustrated opt im ism.  That notes 3, September  

is , revolts fo l low a d isrupt ion of everyday l ife, or  a series 2013.  

of such d isrupt ions,  that fractu res the d ream by which 
human ity is cowed into bel ievi ng that the r igged game 
of social l ife wi l l  work out i n  the i r  favou r. The picture of 
calm and unan im ity presented by the forces of order 
breaks down ; confl icts among el ites are sudden ly on 
d isp lay before the people .  Anger bu i ld ing up  for years 
or even decades rises and sp i l ls  out onto the su rface. 
There is hope, then, only in the open ing of a new cycle of 
struggle ,  i n  the fl ight of popu lat ions into ungovernab i l ity. 

Indeed, the real un ity of the class l ies neither in some 
organic un ity g iven by the development of the forces of 
production,  nor the mediated un ity ach ieved by means of 
the un ions and parties. Rather, that un ity has and always 
wi l l  be forged in self-organised struggle ,  when workers 
overcome the i r  atom isat ion by creatively construct ing a 
new basis for col lective activity. In the previous issue of 
Endnotes, we tried to f ind a way to describe that un ity 
without appeal to a pre-exist ing metaphysical entity, the 
col lective worker. We showed how a historically specific 
form of struggle emerges out of the h istorical specificity 
of c lass relat ions in capita l ist society (determined by 
the un ity- in-separat ion of the exploited).7 

This way of understanding struggle - grounded in but also 
taking leave of the perspectives of left communists - can 
be appl ied equal ly to the past as the present. But it is 
important to recogn ise, here, the chasm that separates 
us from the past. The creative generat ion of new forms of 
organisat ion, new tactics, new content - all immanent to 
the unfo ld ing of strugg le - is or ientated toward a g iven 
horizon of commun ism. In the past, revo lut ionary rupture 
was or ientated towards a part icu lar project, wh ich we 
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have described in detai l  in th is  art ic le .  We have also a Th is  po int  has been 

shown why th is project is no longer g iven today. made by Theor ie 

Commun i ste. 

Th inking through  the new context in which strugg les are See, for exam p le ,  

taking place requ i res a pivot at the deepest leve l ,  i n  the 'Theor ie  Commu-

very categories of commun ist theory. We can no longer n iste Responds '  i n  

appeal to the notion o f  c lass consciousness, with a l l  it Aufheben 13, 2005. 

imp l ies. We are forced to confront the fact that the work-
ing class is a class of th is mode of product ion ,  un if ied 
only i n  separat ion .  Of cou rse there are st i l l  moments 
when, in  the i r  strugg les, workers come together in a 
mode that i nterrupts the i r  u n ity for capita l ,  a l lowing 
them to organ ise both with in and across l ines of  div is ion. 
However, today when they come together they no longer 
do so as a class, for their class belonging is precisely 
what d ivides them. Instead , they come together under 
the name of some other un ity - rea l  democracy, the 
99% - which appears to widen the i r  capacity to strug-
g le .  I n  such moments a confl ict can open up  between 
this ideal un ity of the class, as someth ing other than a 
class, and the fact of the actual d isun ity of the class, 
as a class of this mode of product ion .  

It is i n  such d iverse and d iversified confl icts that the 
commun ist horizon of the present may announce itself, 
not i n  a g rowing class consciousness, but rather, i n  a 
g rowing consciousness of capital .  8 At present, work­
ers name the enemy they face in d ifferent ways :  as 
bad banks and corrupt pol it ic ians, as the g reedy 1 %. 
These are, however, on ly  foresho rtened cr i t iques of 
an immense and terr i b le  real ity. Ou rs is  a society of 
strangers, engaged i n  a complex set of interact ions .  
There is no one,  no group or  c lass, who contro ls these 
i nteract ions.  I nstead , our b l i nd  dance is coord inated 
i m pe rsona l ly, t h ro u g h  m arkets. The language we 
speak - by means of which we cal l  out to one another, 
in th is darkness - is the language of prices. It is not the 
only language we can hear, but it is the loudest. Th is is 
the commun ity of cap ital . 
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When people make the leap out of that commun ity, they 
wi l l  have to figu re out how to relate to each other and 
to the th ings themselves, in  new ways. There is no one 
way to do that .  Capital is the un ity of our world ,  and 
its replacement cannot be just one th ing .  It wi l l  have 
to be many. 
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AFTERWO R D :  T H E  I D EA O F  T H E  WO R K E RS '  M OV E M E NT 

The fi rst issue of SIC lays out the main h istorical c la im 1 ' Ed i tor ia l ' ,  s i c  1 .  

of the commun isat ion cu rrent. " In the late 1 960s and 
early 1 970s, a whole h istorical period entered into crisis 2 The Erfurt  Pro-

and came to an end - the period in  which the revolut ion gramme,  1891 ;  ava i l -

was conceived . . .  as the affi rmation of the proletariat, its able on  marx ists .org 

elevat ion to the posit ion of ru l ing class, the l i berat ion 
of labour, and the inst itut ion of a per iod of t ransit ion :' 1 a The Erfurt Pro-

This claim leaves unanswered what would seem to be gramme.  That the 

an essent ia l  q uest i o n :  what was it that th is  " per iod sPo  vowed to f i gh t  

of transit ion" ,  for  which revo lut ionaries fought ,  was a oppress ion d i rected 

t ransit ion to? aga ins t  part ies i s  p re­

s umab ly a reference 

After al l ,  the social ists and commun ists of the late n ine­
teenth and twentieth centuries d id not take as their f inal 
goal to hoist the proletariat i nto the posit ion of a new 
ru l ing class. Their final goal was to abol ish al l  c lasses, 
i nc lud ing  the pro letariat. This aim was stated in the 
Erfu rt Programme of 1 89 1 , wh ich became the model  
for many revolut ionar ies, across the worl d :  "the Ger-

to the passage of the 

1878 Ant i-Soc ia l i s t  

Laws i n  Ge rmany, 

wh i ch  l i m ited organ is­

ing around  soc ia l  

democrati c  p r i nc i p les .  

man Socia l  Democratic Party . . .  does not f ight for new 4 Kar l  Kautsky, The 

class pr iv i leges and class r ights, but for the abol i t ion 
of class ru le and of c lasses themselves:' 2 Towards that 
end ,  the SPD fought against " not on ly the exploitat ion 
and oppression of wage earners" but a lso against "every 
manner of exploitat ion and oppression, whether d i rected 
against a c lass, party, sex, or race" . 3 To focus on the 
transit ion per iod only - the so-cal led dictatorsh ip of the 
proletariat - is to m iss its int imate connection with th is 
f inal goal - the abo l i t ion of c lass society. 

Some m ight respond that, when the SPD spoke of the 
abol it ion of classes, they meant something very d ifferent 
than we do .  What d id  the SPD mean by the abol it ion of 

"c lasses themselves?" In his commentary on the Erfurt 
Programme, pub l ished as The Class Struggle in 1 892 ,  
Karl Kautsky provides t he  fo l lowing g loss:  he says, " i t  
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Class Struggle, 1892 ;  

on marx ists .org .  We 

wi l l  quote from Kaut­

sky a lot here .  M uch 

more than Marx ,  and 

prec ise ly because he  

i nterpreted h i m  fo r  

a b roader aud ience, 
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bas i c  theoret ical  

perspective of the 

the labour  movement .  

I nsofar as Len i n ,  Trot­
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is not the freedom of labour" for which the social ists 
are fig ht i ng ,  but rather  the  "freedo m  from labou r " . 4 

They are f ight ing to br ing "to mankind freedom of l ife, 
freedom for art ist ic and inte l lectual activity" .5 Kautsky 
d id  not see social ist part ies as f ight ing to preserve or  
extend an al ready g rey wor ld ,  a world of  choking smog, 
a world of mental and physical exhaust ion brought on 
by years of work. 

On the contrary, the goal of social ism was to reduce 
the role of work i n  everyone's l ives, to create t ime for 
other pursu its. This goal was al ready g iven in  the major 
workers' struggle of Kautsky's t ime,  the campaign for the 
eight-hour day :  " the struggle of the proletariat for  shorter 
hours is not aimed at economic advantages . . .  the strug­
g le for shorter hours is a strugg le for l ife." 6 I n  Kautsky's 
est imat ion ,  on ly social ism could real ise th is  goal . The 
party programme c la imed that on ly socia l i sm cou ld  
transform "the constantly g rowing productivity o f  social 
labour  . . .  from a sou rce of m isery and oppress ion i nto 
a sou rce of the g reatest we lfare and u n iversal har­
monious perfect ion:' 7 Product iv ity g rowth was wide ly 
seen as the sou rce of present-day m isery, but a lso of a 
potential l i berat ion ,  wh ich cou ld not but be the l i bera­
tion of human ity. 

Kautsky's own v is ion of product ivity-based l iberat ion 

usua l l y  on  some bas is  

that they shared w i th  

h im .  See Mas imo 

Salvador i ,  Karl Kaut­

sky and the Socialist 

Revolution (Verso 

1 990); Pau l M att ick ,  

' Kar l  Kautsky:  f rom 

Marx to H it ler ' ,  1938 

i n  M att ick ,  Anti-Bol­

shevik Communism 

(Mer l i n  Press 1 978) ; 

G i l l es  Dauve, 'The 

"Renegade" Kautsky 

and h i s  D i sc i p l e  

Len i n ' ,  1 977. I n  Lenin 

Rediscovered: Wha t  

I s  t o  Be Done? in 

Context (Br i l l  2006), 

Lars Lih has recently 

made s im i l a r  arg u­

ments wh i lst  d rawi ng  

the oppos ite po l i t i ca l  

conc lus ions .  

5 Kautsky, The Class 

Struggle. 

was of a world of art and ph i losophy not un l i ke ancient 
Athens. Whereas Athenian cu l ture was based on the 6 I b i d  

slavery of men, social ism would be based on the work of 
mach ines:  "What s laves were to the ancient Athenians,  
mach inery wi l l  be to modern man."8 Socia l ism wou ld  
thus real ise the  dream of  Aristotle, who imagined that " i f  
every i nstrument cou ld  accompl ish i ts  own work, obey­
ing or ant icipat ing the wi l l  of others, l i ke the statues of 
Daedalus, or  the tr ipods of Hephaestus" there would 
no longer be any need for the debasement of the many 
to create free t ime for the few.9 
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7 I b i d .  

a I b i d .  

9 Ar i stot le ,  Po l i t i cs  1 : 4  

i n  Complete Works 

(Pr inceton 1984). 
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T H E  P R I M A RY CO N T R A D I CT I O N  O F  T H E W O R K E R S  M OV E M E N T  

So ,  was Kautsky t he  or ig inal theorist o f  anti-work? How 
did this l i beratory perspective tu rn into its opposite in 
the twentieth century? That is to say, how d id the l ibera­
t ion from labour  become a l iberat ion of labour? What 
we need to recover here is the pr imary contrad ict ion of 
the labour  movement. The social ists and commun ists 
of the late n ineteenth and twentieth centur ies wanted 
to abol ish the working c lass and with it c lass society. 
However, they believed this abolition could be achieved 
only through the universalisation of the proletarian con­
dition. To end a world of hard labour, most of h uman ity 
had to be transformed into labourers: they had to be 
set to work accord i ng  to the  l atest techn iq u es and 
technolog ies of product ion .  

Today, most of h uman ity has been pro letar ian ised .  
Across the globe, huge masses of  people must se l l  the ir  
labour  i n  order to buy what they need to survive. That is 
true i n  spite of the fact that ,  for many, proletarian isation 
has taken p lace without an accompanying integrat ion 
into modern capital ist enterprises : a large port ion of the 
world's labour force consists of workers without (regu lar) 
access to work. It is obvious that th is situat ion has not 
brought us any closer to being l i berated from a world 
of work. Indeed, it is d ifficu lt  to imag ine how anyone 
m ight have thought otherwise, i n  the past : how could 
you seek to end dom inat ion by spread ing  one of i ts 
forms to the ends of the earth? Yet th is  idea an imated 
an era of revolut ionary energ ies :  to usher in a world of 
workers became the order of the day. 

That expla ins why, a lmost half a centu ry after the pub­
l i cation of the Erfurt Programme,  Leon Trotsky cou ld 
look back on  h i s  intervent ions i n  Russian h i story as 
having pushed towards the real isat ion of the social ist 
project, in spite of the Stal i n ist n ightmare that the USSR 
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became. He thought he had contr ibuted to th is project, 10 Leon Trotsky, The 

not because the Bolsheviks had reduced the amount of 
work the Russian people performed, but rather, because 
they had increased it: "social ism has demonstrated its 
right to victory, not on the pages of Das Kapita/, but i n  

Revolution Betrayed, 

1936 (Soc ia l i st  Alter-

native 2013). 

an industrial arena compris ing a sixth part of the Earth 's 11 I b i d .  p .  59. 

su rface - not in  the language of d ia lectics, but in  the 
language of steel ,  cement, and electricity." 1 0 It was a 12 I b id .  p .  59 .  

massive increase in production, not a reduction in labour 
hours, that was the measure of social ism's success. 13 I b i d .  p .  64. 

Although he did not h imself oversee it, it was in  this ve in  14 As Len i n  says, 'The 

that Trotsky praised the war against the Russian peas- who le of soc iety 

ants - undertaken in  the course of the col lectivisat ion 
d rives of the ear ly 1 930s - as a "supplementary revo lu­
t ion"  to that of  1 9 1 7. 1 1  Th is supplementary revol ution had 
been demanded s ince "the kulak d id not wish to 'g row' 
evo lut ionari ly into social ism" (by this Trotsky meant that 
the peasants had refused voluntary proletarian isat ion ,  
and thus subjection to the wi l l  of  the central planner and 
local bu reaucrat) . 1 2 Trotsky saw a fu l ler  proletarianisa­
t ion as a necessary step before any reduction in  labour 
t ime was poss ib le .  

Indeed, he bel ieved that the th reshold at which work 
cou ld be reduced was sti l l  far in the future, even i n  
advanced capital ist countries : "A social ist state, even 
in America . . .  could not immed iately provide everyone 
with as much as he  needs, and would therefore be 
compel led to spur everyone to produce as much as pos­
s ib le .  The duty of the st imu lator in these circumstances 
natural ly fal ls  to the state, which in its tu rn cannot but 
resort . . .  to the method of labour payment worked out 
by capital ism:' 1 3 Not only a world of work but also a 
system of wage payments would have to be retained 
for the t ime being ! 1 4 We take Trotsky, here, as one key 
example (he is not necessari ly representative of the 
range of social ist perspectives). 
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The point is that, in any case , the extension to the world 
of the Engl ish factory system (later, the American one 
displaced the Engl ish) - with its fr ightfu l pace, its h igh 
rate of  industrial accidents, i ts  periodic speed-ups, and 
its a l l -round subjugation of human beings to the needs 
of the mach ine - this was the dream of many revolut ion­
aries. 1 5 On that basis, it is easy to see why social ism , 
i n  i ts seem ing l y  i nterm i nab le ,  i ntermed iate stage of 
development, came to seem to many people to be not 
so d i fferent from capital ism.  I ndeed, many social ists 
saw themse lves as doing the work that cap ital had not 
done or had refused to do. The incompletion of capitalist 
development presented itself as a communist problem. 

T H E I R  F U N DAM E N TA L  V I S I O N  

I n  t h e  v is ion o f  t h e  futu re la id o u t  in  t h e  Communist 
Manifesto, the development of the productive forces 
was supposed to br ing about heaven on earth .  As we 
have seen, the social ists looked forward to a t ime,  not 
far in the future, when mach ines - moving by themselves 
and produc ing a cornucopia of goods accord ing  to 
designs of scient ists - were go ing to br ing about an 
end of suffer ing ,  and so also of the confl ict born of 
that sufferi ng ,  which made man i nto a wolf for other 
men.  The fu l ler  development of the productive forces 
was not go ing to end suffer ing i mmed iate ly :  all th is  
productive power wou ld  as yet remain concentrated in  
the hands of  capital ists, who used it for  the i r  own ends 
(hence the impoverishment of  the masses i n  a world 
of p lenty) . Neverthe less, i n  stoking development, what 
these capital ists were producing "above a l l "  was the i r  

"own grave-d iggers" . 1 6 

15 Anton io  G ramsc i  not 

only popu lar ised the 

term ' Ford i sm ', he 

a lso ident i f ied with 

i t .  Ford i sm was the 

' u l t imate stage '  of the 

soc ia l i sat ion  of the 

means of p roduct ion ,  

based on the p r imacy 

of i nd ustr ia l  cap ita l  

and the emergence 

of a new k ind of 

mora l i ty. Such i n t ima­

t ions  of the ' new 

man '  cou ld  emerge 

i n  Amer ica because 

the us  lacked the 

unp roduct ive c lasses 

that formed the soc ia l  

base of Eu ropean 

fasc i sm .  The moral  

depravity of the latter 

conf l i cted with the 

new methods of 

p roduct ion ,  wh ich  

' demand a r igorous 

d i sc i p l i ne  of the 

sexual i nst i ncts and 

with it a strengthen­

i ng  of the fami ly ' .  

Prison Notebooks ( I n ­

ternat iona l  Pub l i shers 

1 971) ,  p. 299 . 

Here we come to the as yet unmentioned key to the 16 Marx and Enge ls ,  The 

labou rist v is ion of the future .  The fu l le r  deve lopment 
of the productive forces was expected to propel the 
workers into the lead ing ro le .  The development of the 
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Communist Manifesto, 

1 848 (M ECW 6), p .  496. 
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productive forces was simu ltaneously "the mu lt ip l ication 17 Karl Marx ,  Capital, vol .  

of the proletariat" ,  its becoming the majority of bourgeois 
society. 17 Crucial ly, proletarians were not only becoming 
the majority ; they were also made over i nto a compact 
mass : the Gesamtarbeiter, or co l lective worker. The 
factory system was pregnant with th is col lective worker, 
wh ich was born of bourgeois society in such a way that 
it would destroy that society. 

1, (M ECW 35) p .  609 

(Fowkes trans.) .  See 

' M isery and Debt' ,  

Endnotes 2 for a more 

thorough  d i scuss ion  

of th i s  famous  l i ne  

f rom Marx .  

Anton io Gramsci captu red th is v is ion best when, i n  h is  1a Anton io  G ramsc i ,  

pre-prison years, he descr ibed the col lective worker i n  ' U n ions  a n d  Counc i ls ' ,  

terms of workers' g rowing "consciousness of being an 
organ ic whole,  a homogeneous and compact system 
which,  worki ng usefu l ly and d is interestedly producing 
socia l  wealth ,  arms its sovere ignty and actuates i ts 
power and freedom to create h istorY:' 1 8 Of course, in  
order to become conscious of  themselves as an "organ ic 
whole" ,  workers wou ld  have to g ive up  various part icu­
laris ing identit ies related to ski l l ,  ethn ic ity, gender, etc. 
Coaxing them to do so tu rned out to be more d ifficu l t  
than social ists supposed. 

Yet i n  sp ite of such d i fficu l t ies ,  workers were conf i ­
dent  that h istory was movi ng  i n  the i r  favou r. The i rs 
was no  free-float i ng  v is ion .  It was g rounded  i n  an 
experience of h istory's unfo ld i ng .  The work ing c lass 
could feel h istory unfo ld ing ,  i n  stages : the o ld world 
begets capital ism, and capital ism begets social ism. The 
transit ion through these stages could be read off the 
landscape, as the countrys ide gave way to c it ies .  The 
same d isj unct ion was reflected in  the surface of Brit ish 
steel :  one cou ld compare its straightness to one's own 
crooked i nstruments. The factor ies of England were 
supposedly the most advanced point in h istory. They 
had traveled the fu rthest a long a l i near trajectory. A l l  
of Eng land was being made over by the factories ; a l l  
of Europe was becoming England ; and a l l  of the world 
was becoming Europe. 
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19 19 .  G ramsc i  thought  

that the counc i l  was 

the proper form for 

th is co l lect ive worker, 

and a lso the germ of 

a future soc iety. See 

'A Col lapsed Perspec­

t ive', be low. 
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Th is  a l l egor ica l  read i n g  of t he  Eng l i s h  factory sys- 19 Er ic  Hobsbawm,  Age 

tern g rounded a fervent ly he ld  be l ief that the future of Empire (We iden-

belonged to the worki ng c lass : "The proletariat was feld & N i co lson 1987) 

dest ined - one on ly had to look at i ndustr ia l  B ritai n p. 1 17. 

and the record of national censuses over the years - to 
become the g reat majo rity of the  peop le"  . 1 9 It was 
i n ev i tab le .  By cont rast, every other  soc ia l  strat u m  
was doomed t o  d isappear: peasants, art isans, smal l  
shopkeepers, etc. On that basis, many social ists felt no 
need, at least at fi rst , to take a stand against colon ia l-
ism, or against the genocide of faraway popu lat ions,  i n  
sett ler-colonial countries, to make space for  Europeans. 
H istory was go ing to stamp these peoples under  its 
boots and march on .  

S O M E  P RO B L E M S  

Yet h istory marched at a halt ing pace. The Marxist under­
standing of h istory turned out to be only partial ly correct. 
The ent i re world was not made over in the image of the 
Engl ish factory. I ndustr ia l isat ion took place i n  some 
reg ions ;  however, it largely fai led to g ive b i rth to the 
col lective worker as a compact mass. We have provided 
a h istorical account of these problems, above. Here, 
we focus on internal  debates among socia l ists and 
commun ists. At  issue was the quest ion : wou ld  capital 
eventual ly g ive rise to a working class that was large 
and un ified enough to take over and then to destroy 
bourgeois society - and how qu ickly? 

Kautsky made the c l i ng ing-on of the mor ibund c lasses 
i nto a centerpiece of h i s  commentary on the Erfu rt 
Programme. He adm itted that there was sti l l  a large 
remainder of peasants, art isans, smal l shopkeepers in 
Europe (to say noth ing of the world as a whole, where 
these classes were preponderant). Kautsky explained 
this real ity as fo l l ows :  i n  capita l i st soc iety, " pr ivate 
property in  the means of production fetters the smal l  
p roducers to t he i r  u n d eve loped occu pat ions  l o ng  
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after these have ceased to afford them a competence, 20 Kautsky, The Class 

and even when  they m i g ht i mp rove the i r  cond i t ion  Struggle. 

by becom i n g  wage workers outr ight ." 20  I n  essence, 
smal lho lders refused to become wage-workers because 21 Eduard Bernste i n ,  

to do so wou ld requ i re that they subject themselves Evolutionary Socia /-

to the insecurit ies of the market and the despotism of ism, 1899;  ava i lab le  on  

the factory d i rector. I n  the face of these d i re prospects, marx ists .org .  

smal l ho lders did whatever they could to reta in the i r  
autonomy. 

Of course,  Kautsky sti l l  thought  these smal l ho l ders 
were doomed. But he now supposed that capital ism 
wou ld  snuff them out  much mo re s lowly than Marx 
and Engels had expected.  Social ism,  once ach ieved ,  
wou ld  have to complete the process of  proletarianisa­
tion. In socia l ism, to be a proletarian wou ld no longer 
mean a l ife of i nsecurity and subord inat ion .  For that 
reason, social ism would be able to coax the remain ing 
smal l ho lders in to  the factory :  they wou ld  wi l l i ng ly g ive 
up the i r  smal l  p ieces of property to jo in  the proletariat, 
thereby reducing economic i rrat ional ity and br ing ing us 
ever c loser to communism. Kautsky thus conceived the 
leve l ing down of the new world as a precond it ion for 
absorb ing the remainder of the o ld world .  

I n  h is  revis ion ist crit ique,  Eduard Bernstein argued that 
smal l holders wou ld  never get the chance to partake i n  
these sorts of social ist schemes. Bernstein ,  too ,  began 
from the argument that, i n  fact, "the industrial workers 
are everywhere the minority of the populat ion :' 2 1  At the 
turn of the century - and even i n  Germany, one of the 
lead ing industrial powers - the remainder of peasants, 
art isans, and shopkeepers was very large. I ndustrial 
wage-earners, " i nc lud ing industrial home-workers" , rep­
resented merely " 7,000,000 out of 1 9 ,000,000 people 
earn ing incomes" , o r  i n  other words, about 37 percent 
of the workforce.22  Be low the 50-percent h u rd le ,  it 
was f lat ly impossib le for the class to obtain a majority 
in parl iament. 
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Even more problematic, for Bernstei n ,  was the fact that 23 Bernste i n ,  Evolution-

these "modern wage-earners are not a homogeneous ary Socialism. 

mass, devoid in an equa l  degree of property, fam i ly, 
etc . ,  as the Communist Manifesto foresees:' 23 That is 24 I b i d .  

to say, the factory system was not  g iv ing b i rth to the 
col lective worker as a compact mass. Between workers 25 I b i d .  

of d ifferent s ituat ions and sk i l l s ,  it m ight be poss ib le to 
imag ine a " l ive ly, mutual sympathy ; "  however, "there is 
a great d ifference between . . .  social pol it ical sympathy 
and economic sol idarity:' 24 Moreover, the factory system 
was tending to accentuate d iv is ions between workers, 
not reduce them.  

Bernste i n  argued that socia l ists wou ld  have a hard 
t ime maintain ing equal ity among workers, even if they 
managed the factories themselves. For as soon as a 
factory " has atta ined a certa in size - which may be 
relatively very modest - equal ity breaks down because 
d ifferent iat ion of funct ions is necessary and with it sub­
ord inat ion .  If equal ity is g iven up ,  the corner-stone of 
the bu i ld ing is removed , and the other stones fo l low in  
the course of  t ime.  Decay and conversion in to ordinary 
bus iness concerns step i n ." 25 Bernste in 's so lut ion to 
these embarrassments was to to g ive up on the goal of a 
revolut ionary transit ion to social ism altogether and to try 
to f ind a more inc lusive, l iberal-democratic way forward . 

For the mainstream of the social ist movement, it was not 
yet t ime to g ive up on the goal. One part of the movement 
drew the conclus ion that it was now necessary to bide 
one's t ime: they shou ld a l low capita l ism to mature,  and 
await the fu rther integrat ion of the popu lat ion into the 
modern industr ial workforce ; meanwhi le ,  they shou ld 
conti nue to organise that workforce into a conscious, 
coherent mass th rough the med iat ions of the trade 
un ions and the social democratic parties. By contrast, for 
the romantic revol ut ionaries - inc lud ing Trotsky - there 
was no t ime to wait. H istory had stal led,  half-complete. 
The revo lut ionary commun ist internat ional would thus 
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constitute itself in the decision to de-arrest the dialectic 
of h istory. What was supposed to be a h istor ical i nevi­
tabi l ity would now become an act of wi l l .  Everyone is 
being proletarianised, and so, to achieve communism, 
we must proletarianise everyone! 

Regard less of wh ich  fact ion  they jo i ned ,  soc ia l i sts 
shared th is overa l l  perspective. As the catastrophes 
of h istory p i led ever h igher, they put their faith i n  the 
fu l l  deve lopment of the prod uctive forces. Movement 
strategists saw that development,  and the class power 
it wou ld  b r i ng ,  as the on ly way to b reak out of the  
penu lt imate stage of h i story and i nto the fi nal one .  

A C O L L A PS E D  P E R S PECTIVE 

Before we go any fu rther, it is important to recogn ise 
that what we have cal led the pr imary contrad ict ion of 
the labour movement - that the genera l isat ion of one 
form of dominat ion was seen as the key to overcoming 
a l l  domination - eventually resolved itself in a "col lapsed" 
perspective, which fused the two sides of the contrad ic­
tion together. Thus, the un iversal isation of the proletarian 
condit ion was identif ied directly with the abol i t ion of 
class ru le ,  rather than as a precond it ion of the abol i t ion 
of al l  c lasses. I n  fact, th is  col lapsed perspective - we 
might cal l  it " Lasal l i an"- was hegemonic before the 
Marxist v is ion d isp laced it ,  and it a lso became popu lar  
once again i n  the midd le of the twentieth centu ry. Lasal­
l ianism had its root in the defensive struggles of artisanal 
workers against capita l ist industrial isat ion .  

For art isans, capital appeared as an external parasite : 
art isans d id  the same amount of work as before, but 
instead of receiv ing a l l  of the income from the sale of 
the products of the i r  labour, they received back on ly a 
port ion of those revenues as wages. Hence the nearly 
un iversal slogan among strugg l i ng craft workers was 
that labour  was entit led to its "fu l l  p roduct" .  Art isans' 
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strugg les were not on ly  about resist i ng  " the wages 26 See Dav id  Mont-

system" .  Craft workers also fought battles over shopfloor gomery, The Fall of  

contro l .  They resisted employers' efforts to rat ional ise 
the labour process, to increase the d iv is ion of labour  
and to i ntroduce labour  sav ing techn ical change.26 

Although the art isans were eventual ly defeated ( in fact , 
the batt le d ragged on for a long t ime), the i r  v is ion of 
sk i l led workers' self-management was adapted for an 
industrial era. What "semi-ski l led" workers lost i n  terms 
of ski l l  and contro l ,  they gained in terms of numbers: 
they formed - to a g reater extent than any other set 
of workers - a compact m ass in large-scale work­
places, which could be seized as strongholds.  Workers 
d reamed that , once they were in contro l ,  they wou ld  
be ab le  to run the now-establ ished factory system i n  
the i nterest o f  the workforce, without the capital ists. 
In terms of both wages and shopf loor contro l ,  c lass 
confl i ct was perceived more or less as a zero-su m  
game: i t  was class against c lass, with t h e  poss ib i l ity 
that the explo ited c lass m ight take the "fu l l  product " ,  
e l im inat ing the capital ist . 27 

Th is Lasal l ian perspective was the one that Marx ism 
defeated, in  the last quarter of the n ineteenth century :  
a Marxist story about dynamic productiv ity g rowth d is­
p laced the Lasal l ian  one about a zero-su m  contest 
between classes. However, such a stat ic perspective 
was later revived in the early twentieth century, above 
all i n  the rad ical cu rrent of the labour movement cal led 
anarcho-syndical ism (which is not to suggest that syn­
d ica l ists were pro-market, l i ke Lasal le ,  just that they 
came to see commun ism as a sort of workers' parad ise). 

Th is sort of perspective also became the de facto posi­
t ion of the social ists and commun ists, if not their de 
Jure posit ion ,  throughout the fi rst half of the twentieth 
century, and into the  mid 1 9 6 0s,  when the  goa l  of 
whol ly or nearly automated product ion - having already 
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the House of Labour 

(Cambr idge 1989), 

27 ' [T] he craftsmen 

pushed together  in  

the manufactu re . . .  

cou l d  d ream of an 

i n d u st r ia l i sat ion  that 

wou l d  turn  i ts back 

on  the big fac-

tory and retu rn to the 

smal l  workshop ,  and 

to a pr ivate i ndepend­

ent property freed 

of money fetters 

(fo r  exam p le ,  thanks 

to free cred it  a l a  

Proudhon ,  or  to Lou i s  

B lanc 's Peop le's 

Bank) .  In contrast, for 

the sk i l l ed  e lectr ic ity 

o r  metal worker, for 

the m i ner, ra i lwayman 

o r  docker, there was 

no  go i ng  back. H i s  

G o l d e n  A g e  was not 

to be found in the 

past, but  in a future 

based on  g i ant facto­

ries . .  w i thout bosses .  

H is  exper ience i n  a 

relat ively autonomous  

work  team made 

i t  log ica l  for h i m  

t o  t h i n k  he  cou ld  

co l l ect ively manage 

the factory, and on  
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receded towards the horizon - fel l  below that horizon 
and d isappeared completely from view. 

The dynam ic g iven by g rowing  product ivity, and the 
tendency towards automat ion (which was so central to  
Marx and the social ists of the late n ineteenth centu ry) 
thus fe l l  out of the story, once again .  Only the struggle 
to end capital ist exploitation remained. As Rudolf Rocker 
expla i ned ,  " Fo r  the  Anarcho-Synd ical i sts ,  the  trade 
un ion is by no means a mere transitory phenomenon 
bound up  with the du rat ion of capital ist society ; it is 
the germ of the Socia l ist economy of the future ,  the 
e lementary school of Social ism in  general."28 Here,  it 
real ly was expl ic it that the working class was to be the 

the same mode l  the 

who le soc iety, wh ich  

was  conceived of  as  

an i nter-connect ion 

of f i rms that had 

to be democrat i -

ca l ly re-u n if ied to do 

away with bourgeo is  

anarchy.' G i l l es  Dauve 

and Karl Nes i c ,  ' Love 

of Labour, Love of 

Labour  Lost', End-

notes 1, 2008. 

ru ler of society. Taking over society was to inaugurate 28 Rudo l f  Rocker, 

a transit ion ,  not to a world without work, but rather, to 
a workers' world. 

A History of Separation has attempted to explain why the 
pr imary contrad ict ion of the labour movement resolved 
itself i nto th is col lapsed perspective. The key was that, 
for a long t ime, the development of the productive forces 
real ly d id  tend to i ncrease the size of the i ndustr ia l  
workforce. L ike Marx, Kautsky and the other social ists 

Anarcho-Syndica/ism: 

Theory and Practice, 

1938. Rocker's sum­

mary  of anarcho­

synd ica l i sm does not 

ment ion prod uct iv ity­

enhanc i ng  techn ica l  

change.  

expected a second phase of industrial development to 29 I t  was probably 

arr ive and sooner rather than later :  r is ing productivity 
was supposed to br ing about a reduction in the demand 
for labour  and hence the eject ion of the workers from 
the space of the factory, lead ing to widespread unem­
p loyment. I n  fact , th is second phase d id not arrive unt i l  
the 1 970s. 29 When it f ina l ly  d id ,  it spe l led doom for the 
labour movement. 

A PA RTIAL C R I T I Q U E 

Rummaging around in our  theoretical toolbox, we might 
be inc l i ned to retrieve the fo l lowing cr i t ica l  perspec­
tive. The social ists lacked a proper theory of val ue,  as 
wel l  as of the poss ib i l ity and the inner tendency of its 
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self-abol it ion .  30 Accord ing to th is crit ique,  the labour 30 For a read i ng  o f  

movement fai led to conce ive of a real break with the Endnotes a long these 

value-form.  It therefore ended up  reinforc ing the cat- l i nes  see Matth ij s  

egor ies of the cap ital ist mode of product ion,  not least 
the category of productive labour. Hence, f inal ly, the 
labour  movement "affi rmed the proletariat" ,  instead of 
abo l ish ing it .  

The m istake of the theorists of the labour movement was 
as fo l lows. They often described capital ist social rela­
tions in terms of a foundational fracturing : the separation 
of peasants from the land generated a propertyless 
proletariat .  However, the class re lat ion is not only estab­
l ished through a foundational fractur ing ;  it also confirms 

Kru l ,  ' Endnotes: A 

Romant ic Cr i t i q ue?' ,  

The North Star, 28 

Jan uary 2014.  For a 

cr i t ica l  response see 

Ate, ' Romant ic F ic­

t ion :  N otes on Kru l ' s  

c r i t i que of Endnotes' , 

Endnotes b log ,  Feb­

ruary 2014. 

that fractur ing in  every moment. Capital ism real ises the 31 'Separat ion  i s  i tse lf  

fractur ing of social existence as the "un ity- in-separat ion" 
of market society, an interdependence of everyone on 
everyone else, which nevertheless reduces ind ividuals to 
isolated atoms, facing off against one another in market 
competit ion . 3 1 Th is is especial ly true for proletarians, 
whose very survival depends on competing with other 
proletar ians, and who therefore face the most barriers 
to col lective organ isation (as we have argued elsewhere, 
it is not the eventual decl ine of working class ident ity, 
but rather its emergence despite these barriers, which 
needs to be explained). 

an i nteg ral part of the 

u n ity of th i s  wor ld ', 

Guy  Debord ,  The So­

ciety of the Spectacle, 

1g67, 11 7  

The c leav ing  off of h uman be ings  from the i r  capac i ­
t i es  - the expropr iat ion of  "workers" set  against the 
"means of product ion "- is s imu ltaneously the social 
separation of ind ividuals from one another, of the sphere 
of production from that of reproduct ion .  It is also the 
separat ion of the economy from pol it ics. Al l  that is g iven 
in  the phenomenon of market dependence and market 
exchange:  we are cut off from nature and from other 
people, i n  such a way that we relate to both a lmost ex­
c lus ively through the med iat ion of markets, overseen by 
states. We remain dependent on one another, but in a way 
that keeps us separate from one another. This pract ical 
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un ity- in-separat ion instant iates itself in a set of ideas, 32 Soc ia l i sts often 

which come to seem self-evident : "a fai r  day's work for 
a fai r  day's pay" ; "he who does not work shal l  not eat" .  

Al l of  these separations, together, would have to be over­
come in order to ach ieve commun ism, that is, a world in  
wh ich the connection between how much one "works" 
and how much one "eats" has been defi n it ively broken .  
For the labour movement, on ly the i n it ia l separat ion of 
workers from means of production came clearly into view 

spoke about a future 

moment when the 

separat ion between 

mental and manua l  

labour  wou ld  be ove r­

come,  but they saw 

th i s  overcom i ng  as a 

tech n i cal matter. 

as something to be overcome : this they hoped to ach ieve 33 'When Span ish  an-

by abo l ish ing private property in  the means of produc- arch i sts specu lated 

t ion ,  and replacing private exchange with central ised about the i r  utopia, i t  

plann ing of production and d istri but ion . 32 By contrast, was in terms of e l ec-

the commod ity - as "use-value" but not as "exchange- t r ic ity and automatic 

value"- appeared to be neutral and transh istor ical ; it waste-d i sposal  ma-

was the same in  every era. And so, they thought ,  the ch i nes . '  Hobs bawm,  

more the better :  if more wheat wi l l  feed everyone,  then Age of Empire, p. 138 .  

why not more of everyth ing else? That can on ly be a 
good th ing . 33 Commod it ies, heaped together in g reat 34 Theodor Adorno ,  

pi les (an " immense col lect ion of commodit ies") ,  were Minima Mora/fa 

seen as the overcom ing  of a l ienat ion ,  not its real isa- (Verso 2005), p. 1 56. 

t ion .  More important ly, the factory system - as " labour 
process" ,  but not as "valor isat ion process" - was to 
survive the end of the cap ital ist mode of product ion .  It 
was understood as the foundat ion of social ism,  not as 
the material embodiment of abstract dominat ion .  

To cal l these not ions "productivist" or  "progressivist" is 
to mark out the obviousness of our d isconnect ion from 
a former era. But neither of these ep ithets should be 
taken to mean that, today, we th ink the d ream of freeing 
human beings from existential insecurity is not a beau­
t ifu l  d ream . Nor  wou ld  we quest ion the human needs, 
however apparently frivo lous,  which such product ion 
was imagined to satisfy (the crit ique of consumerism is 
itself an outgrowth of productivism). It is s imply to point 
out that the identificat ion between the real isat ion of th is 
dream - that "no-one shal l go hungry any more"34 - and 
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the extension of capital ist social relat ions,  or the mas- 35 Orthodox M arx-

sive expansion of the factory system ,  is not on ly false ; 
due to g lobal warm ing ,  it now has the potential to br ing 
extreme harm to human ity as a whole .  

As few were able to see i n  advance, the mach inery and 
products of the capital ist production process were not 
neutral ; they reproduced a l l  the separat ions of capital­
ist society. 35 I t  is perhaps surpr is ing that contr ibut ions 
towards a crit ique of the neutral ity of the factory system 
d i d  not emerge wit h i n  the workers' movement unt i l  
the 1 950s ( in the writ ings of  Ph i l  S inger  and G race 
Lee Boggs, as wel l  as Ran iero Panzier i  and Corne l ius  
Castoriad is) .  36 

Among the few who d id  see th is  s ide of th ings ,  in an 
earl ier moment, was Marx h imself. Quot ing Four ier, he 
equated the factories to "m it igated ja i ls" . 37 For the fac­
tory is the very embodiment of capital ist dominat ion ,  of 
the separat ion of human beings from the i r  capacit ies 
and from one another. I t  is the perfect real isat ion of the 
topsy-tu rvy world of capital i n  wh ich man is dominated 

ism tends to see 

tech no l ogy as neutral 

between alternat ive 

soc ia l i s t  and cap ita l­

i s t  uses ,  c . f .  Len i n 's 

i nterest i n  sc ient i f ic  

management and h is  

def i n i t i on  of com-

mun i sm  as 'soviets 

plus e lectr if icat i on ' .  

I n  fact ,  the cap i ta l i st  

transformat ion  of the 

labour  process does 

not take p lace s i m p ly 

as a means of in­

creas i ng  product iv i ty, 

but  a lso as a means 

of i ncreas i ng  the con­

trol of the cap ita l ist  

over the workers .  

by the products of h is  own labour. Marx fai led to fin ish 36 Pau l Romano and Ria 

Capital, h is  masterwork on these phenomena of a l iena­
t ion and embodied dominat ion (or real subsumption) .  
However, based on the volume he d id f in ish,  it is hard to 
see how the factory could be thought to have a l iberatory 
content. In her crit ique of Bernste in ,  Rosa Luxemburg 
conceded th is  point :  " I t  is one of the pecu l iar it ies of 
the capital ist order that with in  it a l l  the e lements of the 
futu re society fi rst assume, in  the i r  development,  a form 
not approach ing social ism,  but, on the contrary, a form 
moving more and more away from socia l ism!' 38 

A S E L F - U N D E R M I N I N G  TRAJ ECTORY 

Stone ,  The American 

Worker (Fac i ng  Real­

ity 1 969)and Ran ie ro 

Panz ie r i ,  'The Capita l ­

i s t  Use of Mach i ne ry' 

i n  Phi l  S later ed . ,  

Outlines of a critique 

of technology ( I n k  

L i n ks 1g80). 

37 M arx, Capital, vol. 1 

(M ECW 36), p. 553. 

That the factory was part and parcel of the u n ity- i n - 38 Rosa Luxembu rg ,  

separat ion of capital ist society made it d ifficu l t  for  the ' Reform or Revo l u -

co l lective worker to strugg le  its way i nto ex istence.  t ion '  (1 goo) i n  The 
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I n  sp ite of rhetor ica l  statem ents to the contrary, i t  
t u rned ou t  that the "actual  u n ity" of factory work­
ers - as opposed to their u n ity- in -separat ion - could 
be achieved only through the med iat ions of the trade 

Essential Rosa Lux-

emburg (Haymarket 

2008), p .  92.  

un ions and the part ies, as wel l  as through their myriad 39 M arx, Capital, vo l .  1 

cultural organisat ions (we wi l l  come to the problems (MEcw 36), chapters 

associated with u n ify ing through those med iat ions, as 13 and 14. 

opposed to d i rectly on the factory f loor, a l itt le later) .  
We can go beyond th is cr i t ique.  40 Bernste i n ,  Evolution-

ary Socialism, chapter 

The theor ists of the labou r  movement expected that 3.  

the u n ity of workers with in  the fou r  wal ls of the factory 
wou ld  cut against the tendency of capital ist society to 41 M arx, Capital, vo l .  1 

atom ise workers and to oppose them to one another (MEcw 36) ,  chapter 15. 

outside the factory ( in labour-market competit ion and 
i n  the isolat ion of househo ld reproduct ion) .  Yet th is  
strategy seems l i ke ly to have been effective on ly  i n  
t he  early phases o f  industr ia l isat ion ,  that i s ,  dur ing the 
phases of what Marx,  i n  Capital, cal led "cooperat ion"  
and "manufactu re" . 39 

Dur ing these phases, capital ists took workers from many 
smal l  shops and col lected them together in g igant ic 
combines, where they were able to see and experience 
themselves a l l  working in concert, p roduc ing a l l  the ma­
terials of a new world. Thus, it was i n  these early phases 
that workers appeared to be the u l t imate sou rce of ma­
terial wealth (as we showed, above, remnants of these 
phases tended to last a very long time, much longer than 
Marx expected). Bernstei n  d ismissively pointed out that 
it was precisely "cooperative" work that people usual ly 
thought of when they imagined the col lective worker's 
self-actual isation : "What one usually understands by as­
sociated labour  is only a m istaken render ing of the very 
s imp le forms of cooperative work as they are practiced 
by g roups,  gangs, etc . ,  of und ifferentiated workers:'40 

With the advent and extens ion of " large-scale indus­
try" ,  th is sort of  imag in i ng  l ives on only as nostalg ia.41 

A History of Separation Afterword 183 



Mach ines, designed accord ing to the latest scientif ic 42 ' Because the produc-

knowledge, become ever more central to the production l ion re lat ions are 

process. The very centre of society sh ifts : science and, 
perhaps more than that engineering ,  replaces labour at 
the heart of the production process, as the key sou rce 
of mater ia l  wealt h .  I ndeed ,  he re is the fundamenta l ,  
self-u nderm in i ng  tendency of the capital ist mode of 
product ion : social l ife cont inues to be founded on the 
exchange of labours ;  yet with the extension and devel­
opment of the fixed capita l  base, labour  is no longer 
the key to product ion .  D i rect human labour  p lays an 
increas ing ly subsid iary ro le i n  product ion ,  even though 
the exchange of equ ivalents cont inues to be measured 
in  terms of labour  t ime .  

The development of  large-scale industry expresses itself, 
final ly, in the extrusion of workers from the factory - dein­
dustr ial isat ion .  Beyond the factory gates, workers f ind 
themselves wander ing i n  an i mmense i nfrastructu re, 
that of modern l ife, which reflects back to them not 
the i r  g rowing power, but rather, their impotence. They 
see not a world of the i r  making ,  but rather a runaway 
world,  a world beyond the i r  contro l ,  perhaps beyond 
anyone's contro l .  

I nsofar as they put the i r  faith i n  the development of  the 
product ive forces ( i nsofar as they themselves contr ib­
uted to that development) , i ndustr ial workers actual ly 
undermined the basis of their power. The fu l ler  devel­
opment of the p rod uctive forces did eventual ly lead 
to everyth i ng  Marx imag ined : worsen i ng  crises, the  
expansion of  surp lus populat ions, and the imm iserat ion 
of vast numbers of people in  a world of plenty. But at 
the same t ime ,  that development made it impossib le 
for workers to exper ience themse lves as an a l iquot 
part of the col lective industrial worker, and hence as 
the savior-destroyer of society. In short ,  atom isat ion 
won out over col lectivisat ion (and d id  so in  the USSR 

as much as i n  the us).42 

Endnotes 4 

transparent, most 

i n d iv i dua l s  i n  i nfer ior  

soc ia l  pos i t ions are 

d i ssat isf ied with the 

system . . .  The on ly 

way the system can 

be ma i ntai ned is 

through the effective 

atom i sati on  of the 

popu lat ion . '  H i l l e l  

T ickt in ,  'Towards a 
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the U S S R ', Critique, 
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WAS T H E R E  A N  A LT E R N AT I V E ?  

I n  the above sect ions, we have noted a gap between 43 Kar l  Ma r x ,  Critique of 

Marx's late crit ique of pol itical economy and the theories the Gotha Programme, 

of the labour  movement, towards which Marx otherwise 
expressed an inf in ite f idel ity. Some have described th is 
gap in  terms of an "exoteric" and an "esoteric" teach ing .  
Evidence for  the i r  perspective can be found in  Marx's 
cr it ique of the Gotha Programme, an 1 875 pre-cu rsor 
to the Erfu rt Programme of the 1 890s, quoted above. 
The fi rst l i ne  of the Gotha Programme aff i rmed that 
" labour is the sou rce of a l l  wealth and a l l  cu l ture" ,  to 
which Marx rep l ies, no !  " Labour  is not the source of a l l  
wealth .  Nature is just as much the sou rce of  use val ues 
(and it is surely of such that mater ial wealth consists !)  
as labou r!'43 It is on ly with i n  a value-produc ing society 
that labour becomes the centre of social activity, and 
natu re is pushed into the background as someth ing to 
be used , but not really valued in  itself .  Marx is confident 
that the fu rther development of capital ist economies wi l l  
render th is Lasal l ian perspective moot. 

But do Marx's later writ ings real ly present us with an 
alternat ive to the path taken by the labour movement? In 
the Critique of the Gotha Programme, Marx goes on to 
lay out his v is ion of the stages by wh ich capital ism wi l l  
actual ly be overcome. I n  the "fi rst phase o f  commun ist 
society" ,  he expla ins ,  the same pr inc ip le wi l l  apply as 
in bourgeois society, except that "content and form are 
changed, because under the altered c i rcumstances no 
one can g ive anyth ing except his labour, and because, 
on the other hand, noth ing can pass to the ownersh ip of 
ind ivid uals, except i nd iv idual means of consumpt ion ."44 

Marx here expresses the same sort of contrad ictory 
posit ion that Kautsky and Trotsky expressed i n  the i r  
writi ngs :  to ach ieve the abol i t ion of the proletariat, i t  
is fi rst necessary that each i nd iv idual be reduced to a 
proletarian .  The un iversal isat ion of th is form of domina­
t ion is the precu rsor to the end of dominat ion .  
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1 875 (MECW 24), p .  81 .  

Marx i s  he re exp l i c­

it ly express i ng  h i s  

frustrat ion  w i t h  the 

Lasal l i an  perspec­

t ive,  wh ich  lacks the 

dynam ic  given by the 

tendency towards 

automat ion .  

44 I b i d .  p .  87 
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For Marx, it is only in the h igher stage that dominat ion is 45 Marx ,  Critique of the 

actually overcome. This overcoming is, once again, appar­
ently poss ib le only on the basis of a fu l ler  development 
of the forces of product ion : "after labour  has become 

Gotha Programme, 

p. 87. 

not on ly a means of l ife but l i fe 's pr ime want ; after the 46 Even more than 

productive forces have also increased with the al l -around 
deve lopment of the i nd iv idua l ,  and al l  the spr ings of 
co-operative wealth flow more abundantly - only then 
can the narrow horizon of bourgeois r ight be crossed 
i n  its ent i rety and society i nscribe on its banners :  From 
each accord ing to his abi l ity, to each accord ing to h is  
needs ! "45 Marx's statement is ,  to  be sure,  a beautiful one, 
laden with mysteries worthy of further considerat ion .  For 
our  purposes, it is pert inent s imply to note that, even 
accord ing to Marx, it is not unt i l  we ach ieve a state of 
abundance that we can hope to break the l i nk, inaugurated 
by capital ism, between the amount of work one does for 
society and what one receives back from it .46 

T H E F I N A L  M A R X  

Kautsky, George P le­

khanov was the one 

who deve loped these 

i deas i nto a fu l l y  

f l edged  stage-theory. 

See, for exam p le ,  h i s  

' The  Deve lopment of 

the Mon i st Theory of 

H i story' (1895). 

Yet very late in his l ife, Marx called this whole stagist 47 See Kev i n  B .  An-

perspective i nto quest ion .  Indeed, he came to bel ieve 
that the theory of the succession of modes of production, 
which he had laid out in  the Communist Manifesto, as 
wel l  as h is v is ion of the stepwise transit ion to commu-

derson ,  Marx a t  the 

Margins (Ch i cago 

2010) .  

n ism,  was i ncorrect. Instead of fin ish ing Capital, Marx 48 Karl  Marx ,  d raft 

became increasingly obsessed with non-capital ist com- l etters to Vera 

mun it ies, among them the Russian peasant commune ,  
the  M i r.47 M arx's i ns ight was that ,  wh i l e  there were 
classes in  the Russian countrys ide,  the dominat ion of 
one class over another was not ach ieved on the basis 
of " private property" ; on the contrary, dominat ion was 
imposed external ly on  a commun ity that retained "com­
mon property" in  the land.48 With in  the M i r, relat ions 
were not mediated by markets, but by communal deci­
sions made in  accord and in  confl ict with local customs. 
That was of cou rse true outside of Russia, as wel l ,  i n  the 
vast g lobal countryside beyond the European cont inent. 

Zasu l i c h ,  i n  Theodor 

Shan i n ,  La te Marx 

and the Russian Road 

(M onth ly Review 

1983), p .  100. 
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On the basis of these invest igat ions, Marx upended the 49 Shan i n ,  Late Marx 

stage-theory of h istory. Maybe un iversal proletarianisa­
t ion was unnecessary. In  areas where proletarianisation 
was not yet ach ieved , i t  m i ght be poss ib le  to move 

and the Russian Road, 

p. 1 12 .  

d i rectly from the ru ral commune to fu l l  commun ism ,  50 Marx and Enge ls ,  The 

without an intermed iate stage. I n  a d raft letter to Vera 
Zasu l ich,  Marx suggested as much : the ru ral commune 
"may become a d i rect start ing-point of the economic 
system towards which modern society is tend ing ; it 
may open up  a new chapter that does not beg in  with 

Com m u n i st Man i -

festo, 1882 Russ ian  

Ed i t ion (MECW 24) , 

p. 426. 

its own su icide ; it may reap the fruits with which capital- 51 Jacques Camatte, 

ist production has en riched human ity, without pass ing 'Comm u n ity and  

through the capital ist reg ime" .49 I t  is important to note Commun i sm  in Rus-

that Marx is not looking backwards here, or  imag in ing  
some alternate real i ty i n  which capital ism had never 
arisen ;  the point is that communes could take on capi­
ta l ist i nnovat ions, without proletarian is ing .  

The same idea was expressed pub l icly in  the corrective 
preface to the Russian edit ion of the Communist Mani­
festo, publ ished i n  1 882 ,  that is ,  just one year before 
Marx d ied.  With Engels,  he wrote :  "If the Russian Revo­
lut ion becomes the s ignal for a proletarian revolut ion 
in  the West, so that both complement each other, the 
present Russian common ownersh ip of land may serve 
as the start ing point for a commun ist developmenC50 

The hopefu l note Marx sounded, here, on the role that 
the peasant communes m ight play in the coming Rus­
sian revolut ion was echoed - at least i n it ia l ly - in the 
spontaneous activity of the peasants themselves, in 
the course of the revolut ionary era that opened i n  1 9 1 7. 

Accord ing to Jacques Camatte, in h is 1 972 text, "Com­
m u n ity and Com m un ism i n  Russ ia" ,  the com m unes,  
which had undergone a process of d issolut ion i n  the 
late n i neteenth and ear ly twent ieth centu r ies ,  were 
actual ly revived in the course of the Russian Revo lu­
t ion .  51 Camatte suggests - woefu l ly consider ing what 
was about to happen - that "th is could have been the 
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Loren Go ld ner, 'The 
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10, J u ly 2014. 
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beg inn ing of the reformat ion of the commun it ies on a 52 Camatte, 'Commun ity 

h igher  leve l ,  on the condit ion that the peasants were 
supported by the new state, which had to remove the 
elements harmfu l to the development of the communes, 

and Com m u n ism in 

Russ ia', Part I I .  

as  Marx had stated in  t he  drafts o f  h is  letters to  Zasu- 5 3  I b i d .  

l ich." 52 Perhaps there wou ld  have been a way forward, 
here, for the world as a whole, a new sort of revolut ion ,  54 I b i d .  

wh ich wou ld have made poss ib le the " reconci l iat ion of 
men at various moments of the i r  development, without 55 I b i d .  

necessari ly putt ing these on an axio logical scale." 53 

56 I b i d .  

It is not  clear how th is  new revo lut ion wou ld  have been 
ach ieved , when Russia was dec imated by the Civ i l  57 Camatte cont i nues :  

War, and when revolut ions i n  Europe fai led to come 
off. Ignor ing these impediments, Camatte s imply notes: 

"the victory of Marxism h indered the real isat ion of this 
solut ion:' 54 Camatte is surely r ight that, instead of being 
repudiated by events on the ground, Marx's earl ier, stag­
ist perspective was hereby "cod if ied in  the name of 
Marxism" ,  as a programme of economic development 
and then put i nto pract ice by the Bo lshev iks .  55  The 
latter determined that "everyth ing archaic and Asiat ic 
had to be e l im inated over the whole huge empi re (and 
g iven that the revolut ionary flood affected the peripheral 
countries, this took on a global importance)." 56 Real is ing 
that the peasants could not real ly be coaxed into this 
modern world i n  format ion ,  the Bolsheviks eventual ly 
set out to destroy the commune,  to proletar ianise the 
peasants, and to develop the forces of product ion as 
Russian capital had not. This programme became that 
of commun ist revolut ion in the twentieth centu ry. 

A M O M E N T  F O R  R E F LECT I O N  

For Camatte, human ity had "the poss ib i l ity o f  leap ing 
over the CMP [capital ist mode of production] ;' but has 
now " lost" that possib i l ity. 57 We have paused to consider 
this " lost" poss ib i l ity for a few reasons. Fi rst, among al l 
the vaunted red th reads of h istory - which trace the i r  
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way back to an i n it ia l  moment of betrayal ,  and hence to 
an un real ised potential for salvat ion - th is  one seems 
to go back fu rthest: to the confl icts with in  Marx's own 
conception of the pathway to communism. But more than 
that, this alternative vision seems to us to get closer than 
any other to the heart of the matter, that is ,  the pr imary 
contrad ict ion of the labour  movement:  to end a l l  domi-

been  made  by  var ious  

eth no log ists o r i g i nal-

i ng  among these 

peop le) . ' Camatte, 

'Commun ity and Com-

mun ism i n  Russ ia' . 

nat ion supposedly requ i red the extension of one form 58 'A las ,  we who w ished 

of dominat ion ,  namely proletarian isat ion ,  to the ends to lay the foundat ion  

of the earth ,  with a l l  the v io lence th is  process neces­
s itated. 58 The proletarian class - un ified in  and through 
the extension of the factory system - was thought to be 
the only class powerfu l enough to make the revo lut ion .  

fo r  k i nd ness ,  cou ld  

not ou rselves be k i nd . ' 

Bertolt B recht ,  'To 

Poster ity' . 

In fact, instead of being a centu ry of proletarian revo lu- 59 I t 's easy enough  

t ion ,  the twentieth century turned out ,  l i ke the centuries 
that had passed before it ,  to be largely a century of 
peasant revolts. These revolts were a imed, i n it ial ly, at 
secur ing a renewed access to non-market means of 
existence, which had been eroded both by the cap i l lary 
act ion of capital ism and by the v io lent imposit ions of 
colonia l  adm in istrat ions.  Peasants were often backed 
by commun ists, who adopted peasant slogans whi le  
s imu ltaneous ly tu rn i ng  them towards the new goal : 
i ndustr ia l  deve lopment ,  with the a im of creat ing the 
precondit ions for fu l l  commun ism.  Commun ists a imed 
at the maximal programme: freedom from want, freedom 
from labour, " freedom of l ife" ,  to be achieved, fi rst of a l l ,  
through the incorporat ion of  human ity in to the industrial 
proletariat, and only later by the abol i t ion of that class 
and by the wither ing away of the state. 59 

to den i g rate th i s  

p roject retrospec­

t ive ly, but  i t  was on ly 

terr i b l e  i n sofar as 

it fa i led to ach ieve 

its goa l .  I f  i t  had 

succeeded ,  i t  wou ld  

have been worth 

i t .  The suffer i ngs  of 

h u man ity, a l ready an 

omn i present real i ty, 

but augmented by the 

commun ists ,  wou l d  

have been  redeemed 

by the v ictory of  

com m u n ism .  That 

redempt ion  never 

As ment ioned above, the premise beh ind this project came.  

proved false. Un iversal proletarian isat ion has now been 
ach ieved : through the combined action of cap ital ist and 
social ist development, as wel l  as by means of other, un­
foreseen forces (the spread of the demographic t ran-
sit ion). Consequent ly, there is no longer an outside to 
capital ist social re lat ions .  A lmost everyone has been 

A History of Separation A fterword 189 



incorporated into the modern world, at least tenden­

tially, although frequently without finding employment 

within capitalist enterprises. Yet the train wreck of world 

history has not arrived at communism, nor even come 

nearer to it. Universal proletarianisation did not give 

rise to the collective worker, as a "real unity" to stand 

against the unity-in-separation of capitalist society. And 

of course the peasants - on to whose revolts this pro­

ject was grafted - were defeated even when their re­

volts were victorious. 

REFLECTIONS CONCLUDED 

In his texts - which to our mind pose the greatest 

challenge to Marxist history- Camatte seems almost 

exasperated that false ideas, or in other words, the 

Marxist-developmentalist project, somehow won out 

over the true ideas, based in Marx's repudiation of stag­

ism. This exasperation signals his failure to supercede 

an idealist perspective, which is the primary perspective 

that revolutionaries have taken with respect to their own 

history. In fact, history is not made by ideas, whether true 

or false, but rather, only in a clash of forces. There is one 

force that Camatte did not include in his discussion .. 

The peasantry, the peasant commune, persisted well 

into the twentieth century, that much is true. But almost 

everywhere the persistence of peasant communities 

also meant the persistence of old regime elites, whose 

massive power was also based in the countryside. These 

elites did not really form one class, but a set of overlap­

ping power-structures. Their power was based, not in 

successful competition, but rather, on privileged access 

to resources, such as land and credit, and rights, such 

as the right to streams of income deriving from their 

ownership of, e.g., mines or positions in government. 

As it turned out, these same elites were not displaced 

by bourgeois factory owners, with their purportedly 
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enl ightened, l iberal ideals. Instead , the bourgeoisie was 60 G . M .  Tamas,  'Te l l i ng  

largely absorbed into the sabre-ratt l ing old reg ime. This 
amalgamated rul ing class typical ly set out to exc lude 
workers from the pol ity. I n  some regions, they wanted 
more: they tried to turn back the clock, to " re-introduce 

the Truth  about C lass' ,  

Socialist Regis ter 

2006, p.  24. 

caste society, that is, human g roups with rad ical ly d if- 61 Trotsky, The Revo/u-

ferent entit lements and duties", and so to re-establ ish tion Betrayed. 

reg imes of personal dom inat ion in place of abstract 
ones.60 Such was true not only of the fascist part ies of 62 I b i d .  

the mid-twentieth centuries. It was the notion of  a whole 
range of pol itical groupings, basing themselves on Social 63 I b i d .  

Darwin ist ideas. 

As long as these amalgamated el ites retained power - in 
fact, the i r  power was often augmented by what mod­
ern isat ion took p lace - the overa l l  development of the 
productive forces was b locked outs ide of the core 
capital ist states. Trotsky makes precisely th is point ,  at 
the start of The Revolution Betrayed, which we quoted 
above : "the history of recent decades very clearly shows 
that, in the condit ions of capital ist decl ine [they were 
actual ly j ust a midd l ing phase of capital ism's rise] , back­
ward countries are unable to attain that level which the 
old centres of capital ism have attained:'6 1 He attr ibutes 
th is  to the pers istence of the o ld  reg ime :  " the over­
th row of the old ru l i ng  c lasses did not ach ieve, but 
on ly completely revealed the task," namely to undertake 
proletarianisat ion ,  as the precondit ion of communism.62 

This task was not otherwise go ing to be undertaken ,  
accord ing to Trotsky, due to " the ins ign ificance of  the 
Russian bou rgeois ie" ,  and the consequent weakness 
of the pro letariat. 63 

Indeed, wherever the o ld reg ime remained at the he lm ,  
the peasantry persisted, wh i le  the proletariat remained 
smal l  and weak, unable to play a decis ive role i n  h is­
tory. This peasantry, wh i le  sometimes wi l l i ng to rise up 
against its oppressors, was at other t imes obedient to 
its overlords, part icu larly in  the context of (often rigged) 
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parl iamentary elections. The same could be said of small 
but formally employed industrial workforces, which were 
often conci l iatory towards the forces of order. A l l  of th is 
is c learly on v iew in  the h istories of low- income coun­
tries - particu larly in Lat in America, the Middle East, and 
South and Southeast Asia, but not in  East Asia - where 
old reg ime el ites retained much of the i r  power. 

It was in th is context that ,  as we ment ioned before, the 
strateg ists of the labour  movement came to see h istory 
itself as b locked, and the unblockage of h istory as an 
u rgent task. That task would requ i re a further develop­
ment of the productive forces, whether with in cap ital ist 
society or in a p lanned, social ist developmental ist one. 
I n  e ither case, fu rther development seemed to be the 
only way to strengthen and un ify the proletariat against 
its enem ies, wh ich were leg ion (and th is in spite of the 
fact that ,  in real ity, that development spel led the doom 
of the labour  movement itself) . Meanwh i le ,  o ld reg ime 
e l ites, backed by imperial powers - later inc lud ing the 
Un ited States - were act ively engaged in  turn ing back 
any movement in a l i beratory d i rect ion .  

Without condoning or condemning ,  we c la im that these 
facts grounded the workers' movement. Marx's idea had 
been that the industr ial working class would come to 
exist, and that c i rcumstances beyond its control wou ld 
force that class to cal l itself i nto quest ion .  But real ly, i n  
the n ineteenth and twentieth centuries, the question was 
whether the class would exist at a l l ,  as a class of free 
commod ity sel lers, outside of a few centers in Northern 
Eu rope and among wh ites i n  the wh ite-sett ler colonies. 
The world was chang ing rapid ly, and it d id  so i n  ways 
that tended to enhance the power of the oppressors, 
both in the factories of Europe and in the colonies. In this 
context, fighting to exist became a revolutionary position. 
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When, on 10 February 2 0 1 4, we crossed the frontier 1 These i ntervi ews 

between Serbia and Bosnia aboard a tiny Eurolines were conducted by 

bus, one of our fellow passengers, a young man in his the v ideo co l lect ive 

late teens, was asked to step down from the bus and Yearo1 , of wh ich  one 

disappeared into the police station. The officers had of us  i s  a member. 

suspicions he was part of the crowd that had gathered The co l lect ive went to 

in front of the Mostar Canton government building on Bosn ia-Herzegovi na 

7 February as it  went up in flames and wanted to know tw ice ,  i n  February 

more about it. A fter a 30-minute interrogation, they fi- and October 2014, to 

nally let him go. As he stepped back into the bus and conduct i nterv iews 

it was clear he had definitely made it across the border, with part ic i pants of 

his joy erupted. Of course he was there! Like in Tuzla, the strugg le  and to 

like in Sarajevo, people attacked and burned down the report on the causes 

government building, and it was a wonderful sight! Even and consequences 

better, in the divided city of Mostar, he saw people from of the  revo lt .  See the 

both sides, Bosniaks and Croats, hugging each other Facebook page and 

in front of the burning building! He was hoping to be You Tu be channe l :  

back in time for the plenum; he was constantly receiv- Year-01-V ideoco l-

ing text messages from his friends who were now in lect ive .  

the streets in Mostar, and he could not wait to be there . 

• • • 

A lot of people i n  February had un rea l ist ic expec­
tat ions .  A majority of them thought that deep and 
far-reach ing changes were poss ib le and were going 
to happen i n  th is short per iod. I t  was un real ist ic to 
hope that a bunch of angry people i n  the streets 
could undo the developments of the past 30 years. I 
always recal l  th is  o ld lady with a red scarf tel l i ng  us, 
very angr i ly :  " I f  th is fai ls ,  I w i l l  never forgive you " .  At 
the t ime I thought, "What are your criteria for fai l u re?" .  
You could sense that people rea l ly wanted a revo lu­
t ionary change ;  a lo t  of people expected someth ing 
very rad ical to change. But for  a number of us who 
have more pol it ical experience, we knew that noth­
ing so rad ical cou ld real ly happen. ( Interview with a 
p lenum organiser, Sarajevo, October 201 4) 1 
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There wi l l  be noth ing here without revolut ion ! What 2 On the d iv i s ion  of 

bu rned is zero, be l ieve me .  I repeat : the second the c i ty  o f  Mostar 

period wi l l  be bloody, bloody in  Tuz la !  It started in i nto a Bosn iak  and a 

Tuzla, it must fi n ish in Tuzla. There is no other way. Croat part , see Van n i  

Look a t  the  pol i t ics :  a l l  t he  same nat ional ists stayed D'A less io ,  ' D iv ided 

i n  power and kept the i r  posit ions. ( Interview with a and Contested C i t ies  

worker of the Dita factory in T uz la ,  member of Sol idar- in Modern Eu ro-

nost - a new independent un ion - October 201 4) pean H istory: The 

Exam p le  of Mostar, 

Bosn ia-Herzegov i na', 

in Sab ine Rutar, ed . ,  

Beyond the Balkans 

(LIT Ver lag 2013) . 

As they had long been do ing every week, on Wednes­
day 5 February 201 4 the workers of several privatised 
factories of Tuzla took to the streets to demand payment 
of months of overdue wages and social contri but ions. 
Most of them had been f ight ing for years, occupying 
the i r  factories ; several hunger strikes had even been 
undertaken ,  to no avai l ,  and the weekly Wednesday 
demonstrat ion seemed un l i ke ly to make a d ifference. 
But on that day they were jo i ned by several hundred 
young people. Together they tr ied to storm the bu i ld ing 
of the Tuzla canton government .  The demonstrators 
managed to rush ins ide before eventual ly be ing forced 
back by the pol ice.  As clashes occurred , some work­
ers were beaten up ,  and these images, captured on 
camera, went viral .  

3 Whi le the term 'eth n i c  

nat iona l i sm '  he l ps 

captu re the spec i f ic­

ity of nat iona l i sm 

By the next day, demonstrat ions of so l idarity were 
occu rri ng  i n  Tuzla, and also i n  Sarajevo and Mostar. 
On Facebook, g roups l i ke U DAR in Tuzla, and the page 

"50,000 For a Better Tomorrow",  cal led for massive pro­
tests in  the coming days. On 7 February, thousands 
of people turned up to demonstrat ions in  a l l  the major 
c it ies of Bosn ia-Herzegovina.  I n  Sarajevo and Tuzla, 
after v io lent clashes with the pol ice,  people stormed 
the canton government bu i l d i ngs  and set them on 
f ire. I n  the d iv ided city of Mostar they also burned the 
headquarters of the main po l it ical parties. 2 In pan ic, the 
canton government m i n isters of Sarajevo, Tuz la and 
Zen ica res igned.  
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In the fo l lowing days, people started to organise " p le­
nums" (assemb l ies) to d iscuss what to do next ,  and 
to formu late demands. Many more tu rned u p  than 
expected - several hundred in  Tuzla and Mostar, often 
more than one thousand in Sarajevo. The p lenums 
q u ickly became the main l ocus  of the movement as 
the protests dwind led .  Un l i ke in the Occupy and lnd ig­
nados movements, the assembl ies d id  not  take p lace in  
the streets but  in  separate bu i ld ings. At  each session,  i n  
each c ity - more than 20  cit ies in  Bosnia-Herzegovina 
had the i r  own plenums - long l i sts of demands were 
formu lated, among them the end of privat isat ions and 
of golden parachutes for pol it ic ians, and the sett ing up  
o f  a "government o f  experts" .  

A recurr ing theme in  s logans, i n  g raffit i and  with in  p le­
nums, was the reject ion of nat ional ism.  I n  the context 
of Bosnia-Herzegovina, however, " nat ional ism" - and 
therefore ant i -nat iona l ism - refers to a very specif ic 
real ity, which must be taken into consideration if we are 
not to be led astray. Rather than the s ign of an interna­
t ional ist movement unexpectedly emerg ing before our  
eyes, what was actual ly be ing  rejected here was one 

form of nat iona l ism wh ich had dom inated the coun ­
try s ince t he  1 992-95 war, d iv id ing i t  between Serbs, 
Croats and Bosn iaks. This is  often referred to as a 
k ind of "ethn ic nat ional ism"3, whose aim is to push the 
economic and pol it ical i nterests of one or another of 
the three "ethn ic groups"4 with in  Bosn ia-Herzegovina. 

But i n  no way does this mean that this reject ion was 
a trifl i ng matter. I ndeed, ethn ic  tensions have been at 
the centre of everyday l ife in Bosnia-Herzegovina s ince 
the creat ion of the country amid the ru ins of Yugosla­
via. They had al ready started to rise i n  the 1 980s as 
the latter began restructur ing its economy to counter 
the after-effects of the g lobal economic crisis of the 
1 970s. With the growing pol it ical and economic auton­
omy of its several repub l ics, imbalances arose between 
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c iv ic  nat iona l i sm d i ­

chotomy, see Pav las  

H atzopou los ,  The 

Balkans Beyond Na­

tionalism and Identity 

( 1 s  Taur i s  2008). 

4 Wh i l e  it i s  obv i-

ous ly  p rob lemat ic  

to refe r to eth n ic i ty 
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i f  they were g ivens 
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fu l l y  analyse races ,  
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(Verso 1gg1) pp. 79-
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mem,  s ince me prev ious spatia l a iv 1s 1on or 1aoour  
with in  Yugoslavia had concentrated most i ndustry i n  
t he  north - part icu larly i n  t he  S lovenian and  Croat ian 
part - and agriculture and raw material extract ion i n  the 
south, inc lud ing in  Bosnia. The managerial and pol it ical 
e l ites of the d ifferent repub l ics soon started fig ht ing 
for the i r  part icu lar economic interests, and cu lt ivat ing 
nat ional ist d iscourses, each ho ld ing the other repub­
l ics - and the other "ethn ic g roups" - responsib le for 
their local economic d ifficu lt ies. These claims increas­
ing ly resonated with the proletariat of each repub l ic  as 
its standard of l iv ing decl ined and its i nterests d iv ided 
from those of the others. Tensions mounted unt i l  the 
Yugoslav wars erupted i n  the ear ly 1 990s, fi rst i n  S lo­
ven ia and Croatia, then i n  Bosn ia .  

The war was part icu lar ly b loody i n  Bosn ia ,  the most 
ethn ical ly m ixed of all the repub l ics. More than 1 00,000 
people were k i l led (some est imates p lace the number 
c loser to 250 ,000) ; mass rape and genoc ide were 
used as weapons of war; nearly half the country's pre­
war popu lat ion was d isp laced . This was part of the 
ethn ic cleansing that was used to create the relatively 
ethnical ly homogeneous zones of today's Bosnia-Her­
zegovina. S ince the Dayton peace agreement of 1 995 ,  
the  country has  consisted of  two entit ies and one d is ­
trict, formed a long ethn ic  l i nes :  located at  the centre 
of the country, the Federation of Bosnia-Herzegovina 
(not to be confused with the country itself) is adm in is­
tratively d iv ided i nto 10 cantons and mostly populated 
by Bosniaks and Croats. Wrapped around th is ,  on the 
northern and eastern sides of the country, the ent ity 
of Repub l ika S rpska - which has its own pres ident ,  
parl iament ,  government and po l ice force - is ma in ly 
popu lated by Serbs. Between the two geograph ical 
reg ions of Repub l i ka Srpska is located a further self­
govern ing adm in istrat ive un it ,  the Brcko D istrict, which 
also has a separate status. Al l  i nst itut ions at the level 
of the country as a who le  themse lves reflect these 
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d iv is ions,  with the th ree major  ethn ic  g roups guaran- 5 To comp l i cate the 

teed , accord ing to the constitut ion,  an equal share of 
power. The Presidency of Bosnia and Herzegovina, for 
example ,  consists of three members : one Bosniak and 
one Croat e lected from the Federat ion , and one Serb 
from Repub l i ka Srpska. 5 

Ever s ince the peace agreement, ethn ic  tensions had 
dominated al l  aspects of society, which made any revolt 
or  movement a lmost impossib le ,  s ince it wou ld  immedi­
ate ly run up  against accusat ions of p lay ing one ethn ic  
group off against another. But th is situat ion started to 
change i n  June 201 3 ,  w i th  several protests that were 
termed the "Baby- lut ion" .  Earl ier that year, due to eth­
nic d iv is ions, the government of Bosnia-Herzegovina 
had fai led to enact a law for the reg istrat ion of new­
born babies,  leav ing them without ident ity n u m bers, 
and thereby prevent ing them from gett ing access to 
healthcare, and from leaving the country. After the scan­
dal of one th ree-month-o ld baby who d ied because 
she cou ldn 't leave the country to get med ical t reat­
ment, Bosniak, Croat and Serb protesters - mothers 
with stro l lers on the front l i ne  - formed a human c i rc le 
around the parl iament and kept the MPs and government 
employees locked ins ide.  It was the fi rst movement to 
un ite people across ethn ic  boundaries since the war. 
Though th is movement was relatively smal l ,  it was impor­
tant as a forerunner of the February 201 4 revolts; many 
act ivists who were central i n  o rgan is ing p lenums had 
met each other du ring the protests of the previous year. 

Du ri ng  the Baby- lu t ion ,  women's ass igned roles as 
pr imary caretakers p laced them at the centre of the 
demonstrat ions .  The connect ions they formed,  and 
the exper iences they had i n  that movement ,  prob­
ably contr ibuted substant ia l ly  to their  i m po rtance i n  
the protests that fo l lowed . As i n  the g lobal squares 
movements of 20 1 1 , many women were i nvolved in 
the demonstrat ions and p lenums in  February 201 4 and 
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played an especial ly important ro le  on social media .6 6 On the s i g n if icant 

They were equal ly present i n  the r iots of 6-7 February ro le of women in the 

and part icu larly active among the workers of pr ivatised 
factories. However, wh i le  they sometimes had to fight 
to be equal ly represented i n  p lenums, especial ly among 
delegates, the question of gender did not come to the 
forefront of the protests, as we wi l l  t ry to explain later. 

SOCIAL C O M POSITI O N  

At t h e  centre o f  t h e  protests, at least at t h e  beg inn ing ,  
were factory workers from the  privatised plants of  Tuzla: 
main ly Pol i hem,  Dita, Guming ,  Aida and Konjuh .  How­
ever, the status of these "workers" must be treated with 
caut ion ,  for production i n  their respective factories has 
long been at a standst i l l ,  and they shou ld therefore be 
cons idered more or  less unemp loyed - though they 
can't formal ly c la im that status, s ince th is would cancel 
the i r  r ights to the back-pay they are owed .  In many 
cases, the owners - who main ly use the factories for 
money launder ing - prefer to s imp ly stop paying work­
ers, rather than laying them off. On the one hand ,  these 
workers have a very strong identity derived from the 
importance of these factories with in  Yugoslavia, and 
the preem inent role p layed by the figu re of the worker 
in the imag inary of those t imes. On the other, they 
are u nable to use the i r  posit ion with i n  the production 
process to push the i r  demands, and are often total ly 
ignored,  not only by the owners but also by un ions and 
government offic ials. Typical ly, these workers without 
work haven't  received wages or social contr ibut ions for 
years, and months of occupations, protests - even hun­
ger str ikes - have not  made any d ifference. It is i n  th is  
context that they took to the streets every Wednesday 
unt i l  th ings took an unexpected turn i n  February 201 4.  

Indeed, it is on ly when these workers were jo ined by 
thousands of young ,  main ly unemployed , people on the 
streets of T uzla on 6 February, and in  a l l  major cit ies the 
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next day, that the movement ach ieved a t ipp ing point ,  1 As i n  Egypt and 

forc ing several canton governments to step down. The Tu rkey, footba l l  fans/ 

parents of this younger  generation  typical ly became u ltras p layed an 

i mpover ished d u ri ng  the war, o r  d u ri ng  the wave of i mportant ro le i n  the 

privat isat ions and economic col lapse that fo l lowed. In r iots ,  as wel l  as on  

Tuzla, they often have fam i ly t ies with the workers of soc ia l  med ia .  They 

privatised factories, which surely p layed a ro le in the were a lso active 

crystal l isat ion of sol idarit ies. In Sarajevo, th is  cohort is in he l p i ng  peop le 

sometimes referred to by better-off activists as "foster who suffered from 

home ch i ldren" ,  s ince many ch i ld ren lost the i r  parents the f loods that h i t  

du ring the siege of Sarajevo and fe l l  i nto deep poverty Bosn ia-H erzegov i na  

at that po int .  Amongst th is category, some are organ- i n  M ay 2014. 

ised in  footbal l  fan clubs such as the " Red Army" in 
Mostar, or  "Fukare" (have-nots) - the supporters of the a For an ana lys is  of  

footbal l  c lub FC Sloboda in  Tuzla.7 those movements 

see 'The Ho l d i n g  

Final ly, i n  Tuzla and Sarajevo i n  part icu lar, g raduate stu­
dents and academics played a b ig  role in the  movement, 
espec ial ly i n  o rgan is ing and spread ing the idea of ple­
nums. I n  Bosn ia-Herzegovina, the level of educat ion is 
st i l l  very h igh - a remnant of social ist Yugoslavia - but 
many strugg le to fi nd jobs after un iversity. With in  th is 
category, there are wide d ivergences of i ncome and 
expectat ions,  with many l iv ing on  the br ink of poverty, 
whi le others can st i l l  afford to t ravel abroad or study 
i n  fore ign un iversit ies. But the frustrat ion of the latter 
group remains h igh ,  as the i r  only chances of gett ing 
a good job depend upon a l ign ing themse lves with a 
pol it ical party and play ing the corruption game. 

Of course, some part ic ipants do not fal l  i nto any one of 
these th ree categories - which are themselves some­
what fl uctuant and imprecise. Sti l l ,  these group ings 
captu re i n  b road out l i ne  the  d iverse d istr i but ion of  
social backgrounds and stakes among the protesters. 
Though  close attent ion must be paid to the specific i ­
t ies of  each local case , there are clearly some broad 
paral le ls between the key terms of this composition and 
those of the 201 1 squares movements.8 Wh i le systemic 
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confl icts among these sect ions wou ld  emerge increas­
ing ly dur ing the ebb of the movement, th is  d ivers ity is 
itself a measure of the momentum of a strugg le that 
managed to br ing together people who normal ly have 
l itt le to do with each other. 

R EASO N S  FOR REVO LT 

The most i mmed iate reason for people taki ng  to the 
streets i n  such n u m bers on  7 February was c learly 
outrage at the way pol ice t reated workers who were 
demonstrat ing .  In th is  sense, l i ke most r iot-waves of 
recent times, the proximate cause of this movement was 
pol ice brutal ity; but that the latter could have such an 
effect is the result of a more general context of social 
i njust ice and - in  this case - econom ic  co l lapse. I n  
explain i ng  t h e  movement,  i t  is thus t o  th is  context that 
we shou ld look. 

9 See Raj ko Tomas, 

Crisis and Gray 

Economy in Bosnia 

and Herzegovina ,  

(Fr iedr ich Ebert 2010) .  

1 0  See Nerm i n  Oruc, 

'Rem i ttances and De­

ve lopment ,  the Case 

of Bosn ia', 201 1 .  

Most industry i n  Bosnia-Herzegovina has  been devas- 1 1  And more recently t o  

tated s ince the war, due not  on l y  to the destruct ion of 
fixed capital in the war itself, but also the series of c l i ­
entel ist privatisations, bankruptcies and asset-str ipping 
that fo l lowed it . The country is dependent on impo rts, 
and the trade deficit g rows every year. Bosnia produces 
raw materials (metal , wood , coal) as wel l  as e lectric ity 
from hydroelectr ic sou rces, wh ich it exports abroad , 
to Germany, Croat ia ,  Serbia and S loven ia .  But most 
consumer goods have to be i mported .  Employment 
is low and concentrated i n  the service sector :  65%, 
compared to 260/o i n  the  - large ly " l egacy" - indus­
tr ia l  sector and 80/o i n  agr icu l ture .  The state and i ts 
various apparatuses are the b iggest employers i n  the 
country. Unemployment is among the h ighest in  Europe, 
estimated at 44% overa l l  and 60% for young people.  
A lmost one-th i rd of Bosnia-Herzegovina's populat ion 
is considered to be i n  poverty or  on  the verge of it .  The 
g ray economy p lays an i m portant ro le ,  rep resent ing 
more than 20% of overa l l  economic activity accord ing  
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to est imates. 290,000 people are thought to be work- 12 See L i l y  Lynch ,  'Qatar 

ing in  that sector, wh i le  the number of people offic ial ly 
employed is c i rca 700,000.9 

Transfers by Bosnian workers l iv ing abroad he lp many 

seeks Balkan house­

ma ids' ,  Balkanist, 2 

Septem ber 2013.  

fam i l ies to get by. It is est imated that about 1 .35 13 See T imothy Dona is ,  

m i l l i on  Bosn ians l ive abroad , and their  rem ittances 
represent around 23% of GDP. 1 0 Many of these peo­
ple are h igh ly educated - the "brain dra in"  that started 
du ring the war is ongoing - but unski l led youths also 
often leave in search of emp loyment elsewhere. For 
example ,  s ince 2007, American compan ies such as 
F luor Corporation and DynCorp have been recru it ing 
thousands of contractual workers from Tuzla and the 
reg ion to work in  us mi l itary bases i n  Afghanistan and 
l raq . 1 1  I n  20 1 3 ,  deals were also made between the 
Bosn ian government and Qatar to authorise young 
Bosn ian women to work there as domestic workers. 1 2  

The Political Economy 

of Peacebuilding in 

Post-Dayton Bosnia 

(Rout ledge 2005) 

and Lana Pas ic ,  

' Bosn ia's vast fore ign  

f i nanc ia l  ass is-

lance re-exam ined :  

stat ist ics and resu lts' ,  

Ba lkanalys i s . com ,  21 

June  201 1 .  

I n  some cases, w i th  these contracts, workers can get  14 On the spec if ic i t ies 

fou r  t imes the average salary i n  Bosnia-Herzegovina, of workers' manage-

a l lowing them to send home a cons iderable remit­
tance. Financial a id and loans from other countr ies 
also remain major sou rces of money, even if they have 
been decreasing s ince 2000. 1 3 

T H E  E N D  O F  WO R K E RS' I D E NTITY 

With i ts important m ines, Tuzla was once among the 
i ndustr ia l  centres of Yugoslavia, so it is  h i gh ly sym ­
bol ic that the movement started there. Si nce the Husino 
rebe l l ion i n  1 920 - an armed rebe l l ion by str ik ing m in­
ers  that was v io lent ly repressed - the f igu re of the 
miner i n  strugg le  has been central to the h i story of 
the city. I n  Yugoslavia more broad ly, the specific form 
of workers' ident ity was one centred on the idea of 
workers' self-management of the means of produc­
t ion . 1 4 Wh i le it is c lear that the decis ion-making power 
that was g iven to workers with in  the production un it 
was l i m ited - especia l ly  d u ri ng  Yugos lavia's f ina l  
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decades 1 5- self-management has had an important 15 On how the real i t ies 

i nfl uence on  the self- image of workers, who often 
express a strong bond with the i r  workplace as belong­
ing to them - someth i ng  re i nforced by the fact that 
many received shares in these factories after the col­
lapse of Yugoslavia. However, if th is identity is st i l l  very 
much present in workers' understand ing of the i r  role in  
society - as cou ld be witnessed in the i r  statements and 
intervent ions at p lenums - it is, as al ready ment ioned, 
a contrad ictory one :  a workers' ident ity he ld by people 
who have been de facto unemployed for years. 

And every statement from the authorit ies shows how 
ind ifferent they are to val ues such as workers' pr ide. I n  
t h i s  context, t he  non-working workers whose protests 
were b latant ly ignored by emp loyers and po l i t ic ians 
a l i ke became the symbol  of a workers' ident ity f ight­
ing desperately against i ts obsolescence, whose fate 
strongly resonated in a younger generat ion for whom 
formal labour had long-s ince become an inaccessi­
b le d ream. I n  th is sense, these workers became the 
symbol of the surp lus character of labou r  i n  Bosnia­
Herzegovina .  I ndeed,  if an important factor  i n  the 
socio-econom ic  composi t ion and stakes of many 
recent movements, i nc lud ing the square occupations of 
201 1 - 1 2 , has been the general low-level of demand for 
labour on a g lobal leve l ,  in ind iv idual cases local factors 
can d rast ical ly exacerbate th is  general predicament .  
With its h istorical part icu larit ies, Bosnia-Herzegovina 
rep resents a q u ite acute case. Unemployment lev­
e ls here are extreme,  product ion is devastated , and 
there is hardly any i nternat ional economic interest i n  
the reg ion - which also explains why  the internat ional 
media carr ied so l itt le coverage of the protests. 

Wh i l e  in other Eu ropean countr ies where sq uares 
movements occurred it was the 2008 cris is that accel ­
erated the rise in  unemployment and poverty, i n  Bosnia 
the economy has been i n  a deep cr is is s ince the war, 
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when the country's GDP fe l l  to on ly 1 0% of its pre-war 16 See the Stat ist ics of 

leve l ,  so the effects of the fi nancia l  cr is is were less 
c lear-cut against th is backdrop. Sti l l ,  there had been 
modest improvements i n  the economic situat ion s ince 
1 996 - improvements halted by the effects of the Euro­

fore i gn  trade ,  no .  3 ,  

B H  Agency for Stat is-

t ics ,  20og, p .  3 

pean crisis in 2008. Indeed, whi le the Bosnian economy 17 See Raj ko Tomas, 

is  on ly i nd i rectly i nteg rated i nto the EU's, as countries Crisis and Gray 

l i ke Croat ia and S loven ia - the main importers of Bos­
nian products - were affected by the EU  crisis, the 
g rowth trend went i nto reverse. Exports to these coun­
tries slowed down whi le internal consumption remained 
low, d im in ish ing employment poss ib i l it ies even fu rther. 1 6 

In th is context, aggravated by a reduction of financial aid 
from internat ional funds dur ing the last decade,  and a 
decrease in transfers from Bosn ian cit izens abroad (by 
about KM300 - €600 m i l l i on  in  2008 17) the economic 
situation became even more unbearable for the poorest 
segments of the populat ion.  

Economy in Bosnia 

and Herzegovina, 

(Fr iedr ich Ebert Stif­

tung 2010) ,  p .10 1 .  

C O R R U PTI O N  

As  in  other squares movements, corruption was seen 1s S e e  Stef Jansen ,  

by protesters as the main cause of the economic prob- ' Reboot i ng  po l i t ics? 

lems affect ing  Bosnia-Herzegovina. The latter  is  often Or, towards a <Ctr l -

l isted as one of the most corrupt countries in  Europe, Alt-De l>  for the 

along with U krai ne ,  Belarus and Kosovo . The chan- Dayton Meant ime '  i n  

nels of corruption run through a l l  layers of society, from Dam i r  Arsen i1ev ic, ed . ,  

the a l locat ion of money i njected by fore ign i nst itut ions Unbribable Bosnia 

and NGOs, to the state sector ( inc l ud ing  un iversit ies, and Herzegovina: The 

schools ,  cu l tural p rojects and healthcare), to the pr i - Fight for the Com-

vate economy and various  local mafias. Its central mans (Nomos 2015), 

structures, however, seem to be the ethn ical ly-div ided p .  91 .  

pol it ical parties, sometimes referred as the "ethnocrats", 
who run this "foreign-sanct ioned nat ional-c l ientel ist ic 
mach ine" . 1 8 Indeed, si nce the war, these part ies have 
been al locat ing the avai lable jobs and resources along 
ethn ic  l i nes in  a c l ientel ist ic manner, b latantly increas-
ing the i r  own wealth in the process. They are therefore 
the pr imary target of the protesters where corruption 
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is concerned, and several pol it ical party headquarters 19 See 'Beyond  the 

were attacked du ring the demonst rat ions.  

The funct ions of the state are d iv ided between mem­
bers of these part ies, s ince,  as ment ioned above, every 
posit ion must be he ld by th ree representatives : one 
Bosn iak, one Serb and one Croat. This mu lt ip l icat ion 
of posit ions makes of the state an enormous mach ine ,  
and  i ndeed ,  accord i n g  to Aleksandar H e m o n ,  t he  
" largest and  on ly re l iab le employer i n  the  country " . 1 9 

However, corruption is not l im ited to pol it ical part ies 
and state employees ; for most pro letarians i n  Bosnia 
it is a very concrete everyday experience. I ndeed,  in 
order to get a job ,  it is typical ly necessary to br ibe a 
member of a pol it ical party - wh ich can cost several 
thousand euros, requ i ri ng  a loan that wi l l  take years 
to repay. Membersh ip  of the party l i n ked to the job  
i n  quest ion ,  and  a demonstrat ion of loyalty to i t ,  are 
also typical requ i rements : i n  part icu lar, part ic ipat ion 
i n  p rotests, o r  anyth i ng  e lse that  m ight endanger i n  
any way t he  party's prospects, is ru led out .  That i s ,  of 
course, not to say that the majority of people in  Bosn ia­
Herzegov ina benefit from corrupt ion ,  but rather  that 
they are forced to play by the rules and be part of the 
b ig corrupt ion mach ine .  Agreeing to play the game is 
also a prerequ isite of access to healthcare, s i nce the 
health system is h igh ly dysfunct ional and doctors must 
be br ibed for assistance and med icat ion .  The same 
appl ies in  un iversit ies, where students have reported 
having to pay br ibes to get their d ip lomas. 

I n  t h i s  sense, t hough  it may sound  quaint ,  the des­
i gnat ion  of the  February p rotesters as " U nbr ibab le  
Bosn ia " 2 0  m ay we l l  b e  u sefu l ,  i f  we set as ide  the 
moral ist ic connotat ions.  A long w i th  un ivers ity profes­
sors and academ ics who refused to be corrupted and 
be long to a po l i t ical  party, a substant ia l  part of the 
protesters may we l l  be " unbr ibable" because they are 
s imply too poor to part icipate in the corruption mach ine, 
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unable to pay the bribes that would buy them a place in 21 Jasm i n  M ujanov ic ,  

those networks. This may actual ly he lp to explain why 'The Baja Class and 

so few people took part i n  the protests, consider ing the Po l i t ics of Part ic i -

the terrib le economic and socia l  condit ions most have pation '  in Unbribable 

to endure :  wh i le ,  accord ing  to su rveys made short ly Bosnia and Herzego-

before the October 201 4 e lections ,  the majority of the vina, p .  141 

popu lat ion saw them as posit ive events, no more than 
a few tens of thousands of people ( in a country of on ly 22 L .S . ,  'Hang i ng  by a 

3.8 m i l l ion i nhabitants, it must be said) took part in the thread : c lass ,  cor-

protests and p lenums around the country. Among the rupt ion and precar ity 

fears prevent ing them from do ing so was that of los ing i n  Tun i s i a' , Mute, 17  

a posit ion,  or  access to a service, by not showing one's January 2012.  He 

l oyalty to the reg ime i n  general , and a pol i t ical party i n  cont i nues :  ' For the 

part icu lar. unemp loyed poor 

of the i nter ior most 

But ,  accord ing  to Jasm in  Mujanovi6, "Th is process can­
not merely be understood as one of banal 'corrupt ion ' ,  
as there is no funct ion ing state that is being corrupted , 
per se" . 2 1 Indeed, a central demand of the movement 
was to get "a funct ion ing state" .  Moreover, corruption 
as organised through these c l iente l ist networks may 
be effectively the form the state takes in Bosnia, the 
way it (dys)funct ions.  Or, as LS. says i n  the context of 
Tun is ia :  "Corrupt ion is  then not s imply an exception to 
the normal funct ion ing of the re lat ionsh ip  of the state 
to civ i l  society, nor merely the conc_ern and cause of 
the establ ished midd le class cit izen ,  but a moment i n  
t he  state's habitual , harassing reproduction o f  the  mass 
of marg inals:' 22 

Discuss ions around corruption and its causes often 
revolve around the alternatives of either blaming fore ign 
inst itut ions such as the I M F  or  viewing it as a matter of 
the cl iente l ism and patronage to which some "cu l tures" 
are especial ly prone. In the context of recent revolts, 
corruption has been d iscussed primari ly in cases where 
what Jack Goldstone has termed a "sultan" is able - in  
the context o f  a rent ier state - to red istri bute revenue 
via patronage networks. I n  Bosnia-Herzegovina, though ,  
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there is no su ltan, no d ictato r - not even a part icu larly 
strong figu re . 23 This pecu l iar state-form is the d i rect 
resu lt of the Dayton agreement, designed by "the i nter­
nat ional commun ity" . Wh i le there is a form of top-down 
cl ientel ist redistribution - particu larly of foreign aid,  one 
of the main resou rces the state and NGOs can red is­
tr ibute - corruption has also emerged at the base of 
the social structu re ,  th rough the deve lopment of an 
informal economy that is necessary for the most basic 
reproduct ion.  This economy is organised through vari­
ous smal l  mafias that ruth lessly exploit the desperation 
of the bottom layer of the popu lat ion .  

For neol iberals such as Hernando de Soto, the infor­
mal economy is a resu l t  of corruption ,  and corruption 
i n  turn a resu l t  of the r ig id ity of the labour-market. But 
causat ion may f low in  the opposite d i rect ion - corrup­
t ion resu lt ing from the informal ity of the economy, itself 
the effect of a low demand for labou r, wh ich makes 
the reproduction of a s ign ificant part of the proletariat 
contingent to capital . The gray economy is an inefficient 
terra in  for capital  accumu lat i on :  i n  Bosn ia it is  est i ­
mated that profits are 200/o lower here than in  the  formal 
economy. But it nonetheless helps shore up a crumbl ing 
social structu re that m ight otherwise col lapse enti re ly. 
Rather than being straightforward ly unemployed, peo­
ple st i l l  fi nd  meagre, res idual  sou rces of i ncome here 
and there, and al leg iance to corrupt off icials p revents 
them from revolt ing .  Wh i le  the economy tends towards 
informal ity - i .e .  avoid ing formal taxation - when profits 
are weak, in such a context the corrupt ion wh ich both 
r iddles the state and props up such pol it ical structu res 
as do exist may be i nterpreted funct ional ly as a last­
instance mode of taxat ion : 

Corruption is the most successfu l  bus iness of quasi ­
democratic authorit ies ; g ray economy is the i r  most 
powerfu l  social program, and " racketeering"  is the 
favorite method of "taxat ion " .  Corrupt ion is  a lso 
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one form of g ray economy. U lt imately, it is an i l legal 24 Raj ko Tomas, Crisis 

method of taxat ion .  The g ray economy actors need and Gray Economy in 

corrupted c iv i l  servants, and the corrupted c iv i l  Bosnia and Herzego-

servants need g ray economy.24 The construct ion  vina, p.131 

of th is  c l iente l i sm a long ethn ic  l i nes i nvolves a l l i -
ances between bus iness partners, mafia networks 
and pol it ical part ies - all un ited by an al leg iance to 
the i nterests of one ethn ic  group against the others. 
Bus iness opportun it ies and cash resou rces can be 
gained through networks of influence with in the state, 
and there are benefits to be had from the turn ing  of a 
b l ind eye to i l legal activ it ies. These ethno-nat ional ist 
networks d istr ibute ethn ic pr iv i lege - that is ,  the ab i l -
i ty to excl ude other people f rom jobs and resou rces. 
I n  this sense, it is no wonder that these networks , as 
wel l  as corruption more general ly, have been one of 
the main targets of those who are largely deprived 
of such resou rces. 

AN E N O R M O U S  D E M A N DS - P RO D U C I N G  MACH I N E  

The most widely-discussed aspect of the Bosn ian move- 25Th is  transparency 

ment was its systematic creation of p lenums -"cit izens' 
assemb l ies"- in al l the affected c it ies .  This form of 
organisat ion  has been popu lar  in the reg ion  among 
left students and academics s ince the Croatian student 
occupation of 2009,  and it was d iscussed, but never 
put into pract ice, i n  Bosnia-Herzegovina during student 
protests i n  Tuzla i n  2009 as wel l  as dur ing the 201 3 
Baby- lut ion .  This t ime it turned out to be extremely pop­
u lar, and,  from 8 February onwards ,  more people went 
to plenums than to demonstrat ions or gatherings. Whi le 
the number of protesters fe l l  to a few hundred, some 
500-1 000 people of d iverse ages and backgrounds 
gathered i n  the p lenums of Tuzla, Mostar and Sarajevo, 
at least unti l  the end of February. Th rough p lenums,  the 
movement expressed an enormous need for commun i ­
cat ion ,  exchange of  experience and transparency.25 I t  
is often reported that the fi rst p lenums were a sort of 
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col lective psychotherapy, with people mention ing for 26 For a l ist of the 

the fi rst t ime i n  publ ic their war traumas and post-war 
experiences. G iven that th is  is  a country where each 

"ethn ic ity" has had to go through a paral le l  - and often 
b iased - remembrance and mourn i ng  p rocess, th i s  
function of  the p lenums shou ld  not be downplayed . I t  
has often been said that it profoundly changed people's 
percept ion of the col lectivity and of the capacity of d if­
ferent "ethn ic g roups" to commun icate together. 

H owever, the  p lenu m s  q u ickly c rysta l l ised around  
another central a im and  purpose: that o f  formu lat ing 
demands. Each session produced dozens of  them,  from 

" revis ions of the pr ivat isat ions of pub l ic  f i rms" ,  to the 
"r ight to work" and " l inear pension increases" .26 Tal ks 
and i ntervent ions seemed to become mere preambles 
to the i r  formu lat ion : "Come to the point ,  what is you r  
demand?" A frenzy of demand-making cou ld  be wit­
nessed , with each c ity send ing one l ist after another 
to their respective governments. Does this contradict 
the common cla im that an absence of demands has 

main demands 
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been a central aspect of recent movements around the 27 I t  wou l d  seem rea-

world? Considerat ion of the prol iferat ion of demands sonab le to doubt that 

i n  the Bosnian movement may help us to clarify some strugg les  are ever so 

points about the issue of demands, and to question pu re ly n i h i l i st ic .  Even 

some more s impl istic read ings of the i r  al leged absence. the strugg les wh ich  

Let's start by probing the idea of demands per se, and 
of the purely demand less strugg le .  Al l  strugg les short 
of revolut ionary i n su rrect ion must necessar i ly have 
someth i ng  determ inate at stake with i n  a cont i nu i ng  
re lat ion to  another social subject - a specific employer, 
the state, the pol ice.  And it would seem reasonable to 
consider such stakes as amount ing to "demands" that 
are at least imp l ic it in the very fact that the strugg le is 
taking place at a l l .  An everyday strugg le ent i rely lack­
ing demands in th is  sense is inconceivable. We might  
consider a l l -out  insurrect ion as lacking these k inds of  
demands ,  but th is  is because when th is  occurs ,  the 
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t ime for negotiat ions is al ready over, and the subjects to 
whom one might put demands are no longer recogn ised 
as interlocutors. Yet ,  even then ,  they wi l l  become so 
again if the upr is ing falters or h its some deadlock short 
of a l l -out victory, and it becomes necessary to "sue for 
peace" .  That is ,  as long as another social subject is 
recogn ised as a persistent pole in  a relat ion of struggle ,  
there are always demands impl ic it i n  the situat ion .  The 
strugg le that tru ly "demands noth ing"  can thus on ly be 
one that e ither has fu l l  revo lut ionary ambit ion,  as we l l  
as some concrete, pract ical sense that th is ambit ion 
can be ach ieved - or, perhaps, is absol utely n i h i l istic 
or  su ic idal .27 Everyth ing short of that is i n  the last analy­
s is a "demand strugg le" ,  whether or not demands are 
formally written up and handed over to the opponent, 
scrawled on a banner, chanted in  a s logan, o r  merely 
imp l ic it i n  what the strugg le is. 28 

The s implest valorisat ions of demandlessness in recent 
movements may be read as a token of rad ical ity in  the 
here and now;  an express ion of maximal  revo lu t ion­
ary ambit ion .  Such inc l inat ions to demandlessness wi l l  
i nevitably prove "p remature" i n  every context short of  
the a l l -out revo lut ion i n  wh ich it becomes genu ine ly 
poss ib le to step beyond demands-making and to start 
creat ing a new situat ion d i rectly. On the one hand we 
thus have here an instance of the anarch ist broken clock 
that manages to tell the right time twice a day. On the 
other we shou ld not be eager to habitual ly announce 
such prematu rity, for while counsel lors of moderat ion in 
struggle always know what t ime it is - too early - when 
the moment f inal ly comes it wil l  stop al l  the clocks. And 
such valorisat ions are not always un iformly i nappropri­
ate, even th is s ide of revolut ion : i n  certa in condit ions 
they can gain a certa in resonance. For example,  where 
al l  routes for convent ional ,  r itual ised demand-making 
appear b locked, the refusal of empty negotiat ions, and 
the decision to strugg le anyway, outside of normal for­
mal ised paths ,  may be a way to br ing about a new 
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fi rst act of the revo l u ­

t ion ;  i t  then becomes 

an obstacle wh ich 

the revo lu t ion has to 

ove rcome' , 2015) can­

not be unde rstood as 

pu re ly demand less .  

They are better de­

scr ibed as last-d itch 

forms of 'demand 

strugg le' , where the 

odds are so hope less 

that desperate meas­

u res are taken i n  an 

attempt to secure 

the most m i n imal of 

v ictor ies .  One can 

v iew even the most 

negative examp les 

of such st rugg les as 

not mere ly ' i r ra­

t ional ' ,  and as related 

ove ral l  to negot iat­

i ng  strateg ies .  In a l l  

such strugg les it is  

c lear that there are 

determ i nate stakes, 

and thus always 

demands - however 

latent or imp l ic i t .  

28 See Zasch ia  Bou­

zarr i ,  'Arson wi th 

Demands - on the 

Swed ish R iots' , i n  

Sic 3 (avai lab le on  

s ic .j ou rna l .o rg ) for 

an analys is of the 

2013 Swed ish  r i ots in 

211 



situat ion in which d ifferent poss ib i l i t ies can emerge.  
These poss ib i l it ies w i l l  general ly i nvolve new capaci­
t ies for demand-making ,  though very rare ly they m ight 
involve a capacity to push beyond demand-making to 
al l-out insu rrect ion.  In such condit ions, then, wh i le there 
wi l l  be underlyi ng ,  latent stakes, refusal to make these 
expl ic it as formal ised demands for the negotiat ing table 
can be considered a rat ional tact ic to open up  space 
for further struggle .  We might thus say that the assump­
t ion of the most abstractly rad ical subject posit ion here 
can be a reasonable speculative orientation to br ing 
about a new situat ion ,  even if th is fal ls short of the a l l ­
out revolut ion in  terms of which th is subject posit ion 
is constructed . 

What happens if we now regather some med iat ions 
and return to a more emphatical ly socio-h istorical level? 
It is  c lear that many recent movements have exper i­
enced problems of demand-making. E ither they've been 
unable to conj u re any convict ion about the i r  ostensi­
b le demands in  the face of an awareness of the sheer 
mean ing lessness of even pretend ing that such th ings 
are sti l l  up  for negot iat ion ; o r  they've spent weeks 
and months in  endless d iscuss ion ,  try ing to d iscover 
what the i r  demands actual ly are ; or they've embraced 
a condit ion of demandlessness as a de facto admis­
s ion of despair ;  or they've produced such a d isordered 
mass of demands that the "mean ing" of the movement 
itself loses leg ib i l ity. These real experiences of a prob­
lem of demand-making may explain the resonance of 
abstract valorisations of demandlessness in  such move­
ments. The slogans that named the conversat ional ist 
encampments of Occupy were forged in the much more 
insu rrect ionary postu res of the student movement that 
preceded them. But the very abstractness in those pos­
tures functioned d ifferently in  Occupy, transformed into 
a positive space i n  wh ich to i nf in itely th rash out the 
problem of demands. 

Endnotes 4 

th i s  l i g ht .  A str i k i ng  

exam p le du r i ng  some 

of  these r iots - wh ich  

were partly fue led  by 

a d rast ic i n crease of 

rent in the ne igh bor­

hood - was 'g raff it i  

w ith demands '  such 

as:  ' l ower the rent 

by 50%'. See a lso 'A 

R i s i ng  T ide Lifts A l l  

Boats' , Endnotes 3 ,  

on  the 2011 Eng l i s h  

r iots :  'Anyone who ,  

fo r  po l i t ica l  reasons ,  

wants  to ho ld  that 

"The R iots" were en­

t i re ly "demand"-free, 

a mere matter of the 

"negat ive language of 

vanda l i sm"  etc, w i l l  

a t  m i n i m u m  need  to  

offer some exp lana­

t ion as to how they 

wou ld  separate these 

events ,  at wh ich  

c lear  demands - on 

banners ,  in chants ,  i n  

attem pts to negot iate 

with cops - were pre­

sent, can be separat­

ed from the r iot-wave 

in wh ich  they i ssued ,  

and wh ich  wou ld not  

have occu rred i n  the i r  

absence. '  
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Let's venture a hypothesis: that the problem of demands 29 See 'A H i story of 

is ident ical to the problem of composit ion .  For any s in­
gu lar, consistent social agent in  strugg le ,  the essential 
demands of the strugg le wil l  be evident in  the s imp le 
facts of who the agent  of the strugg le  is ,  and what 
has caused th is agent to form in strugg le .  But where 
a strugg le  man ifests an unsynthesised mu lt ip l ic ity of 
social agents - where it expresses a problem of com­
pos ing a un ified agent of strugg le - by the same token 
it wil l express a problem of demand-making . 29 I n  such 
a situat ion it is not that demands are absent, for i n  fact 
there's a mu lt ip l ic ity of them, but rather, that they're not 
synthesised at the general leve l ,  as un ify ing demands of 
the whole movement. Thus the i r  absence in one sense 
is d i rectly related to their mu lt ip l ic ity i n  another. What 
shou ld then probably be done in pursu ing the quest ion 
of demands in  a part icu lar movement is ,  rather than s im­
ply posing the quest ion of the i r  presence or absence, 
to ask what the consistency of demands, as wel l  as 
their  content, te l ls us about composit ion .  Demands, we 
could say, are a d i rect index of the composit ion and 
texture of a movement. 

Both the absence of demands and their m u lt ip l ic ity 
represent attempts to temporari ly overcome the frag­
mentat ion of the c lass, to come to a common mode of 
strugg le  desp ite d ivergent stakes for d ifferent class 
fract ions. I n  Bosnia, there was a r isk that the workers, 
the students, the ret i red wou ld  have i rreconci lably d if­
ferent aims in the struggle ,  and instead of attempt ing to 
gather everybody around one central demand - wh ich 
would have been impossib le - plenums let everybody 
add their demands to a never-end ing l ist. This frenet ic 
prol iferat ion was an attempt to avo id leav ing anybody 
out, to make sure this was the protest of a l l  Bosnian cit i­
zens ;  an attempt to ach ieve un ity through mu lt ip l ication .  

But i t  remained a weak un ity, and as the movement 
ebbed , confl icts between the various fractions emerged 
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in the plenums. They also appeared with in these groups 
themselves, depend ing on the concrete s i tuat ion of 
each . Among workers from privat ised factor ies,  for 
example, there were confl ict ing interests between older 
workers - focused on gett ing the i r  pensions and due 
wages - and younger  ones who wanted to pr iorit ise 
the restart ing of product ion .  

DECLI N E  

The g radual fad ing-out o f  t h e  movement i n  March and 
Apr i l  201 4 sad ly makes a part icu larly i nterest ing case­
study of how a movement comes to an end.  In this case, 
no external factor, such as d i rect repression by pol ice, 
can real ly be blamed, and it is clear that the end had 
to come from the l im itat ions of the movement itself. 30 

Many part ic ipants are cu rrently in a phase of i ntense 
reflect ion about th is :  for a lot of them, those days in 
February were the best days in  their l ives, and they are 
st i l l  tryi ng to understand how and why the movement 
could just d ie  out l i ke that .3 1  

I n  part icu lar, peop le g radua l ly stopped coming to p le­
nums.  Most wou ld  agree that as soon as the protests 
d isappeared the p lenums had no leverage, no way to 
pressure the inst itut ions, which qu ickly stopped taki ng 
the i r  demands serious ly. Some po l i t ic ians came to 
the p lenums to push their  own i nterests, and some 
a l l eg iances were revea led ,  b reak i n g  the t rust  t h at 
had been so i m portant i n  b r i ng i ng  peop le together. 
As peop le went on  with the i r  l ives, they cont i n ual ly 

30A d isastrous external 

factor must be 

ment ioned though :  

the f lood that h i t  the 

country i n  May 2014 

and caused i ncred ib le  

damage. Th is was 

i ndeed the last b low 

to the movement .  

However, th is  doesn ' t 

exp la in why the latter 

had been decl i n i n g  

s i n ce  March . Sti l l ,  i t  

has  been  reported 

that two of the ma in  

organ ised g roups 

of part ic i pants, the 

p lenum-ers and the 

footba l l  fans, were im­

portant i n  organ i s i ng  

he lp  du r i ng  the f lood, 

whi le the government 

once aga in  showed 

its total use lessness .  

See Aleksandar 

Hemon ,  ' Beyond the 

Hope lessness of 

Su rv ival '  i n  Unbrib­

ab/e Bosnia and 

Herzegovina. 

exper ienced p ressu re - th reats that they wou ld  not 31 Some part ic i pants i n  

be ab le to f ind a job  because of the i r  part ic ipat ion ,  
street harassment  by po l i ce e tc .  As the  m ovement 
ran out of  steam, the weak un ity that had arisen from 
the strugg le  started c ru m b l i ng .  Confl icts broke out  

T uz l a  have referred to 

th i s  as a process of 

mou rn i ng .  

between d ifferent g roups :  workers were accused of 32 For examp le ,  on 1 5  

being corporatists, on ly caring about the i r  own struggle,  
wh i le  rifts developed between those with jobs and the 
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March ,  a cand idate 

for ch ief executive of 
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unemployed ; between young and o ld ; between people 
with various levels of educat ion .  

But what d id  part ic ipants expect of the p lenums? After 
the fi rst cathart ic phase it seems that people u nder­
stood the p lenu m  as a new form of i nst i tut ion .  And 
i ndeed,  it d i d  t ry to m im ick the state :  d ifferent work-

the T uzla Canton gov­

ernment came to the 

p lenum to present h is 

prog ram for the local 

e lect ions of October 

2014. 

ing g roups were created whose names would paral le l  33 I n  contrast to the 

those of the d ifferent m i n istries :  a working  group for 
the economy, one for cu l ture and sport ,  one for i nternal 
affa i rs .  Qu ickly, the p lenums agreed to form connec­
tions with former pol it ic ians and cand idates i n  the next 
elections. 32 The p lenums started a d ia logue with the 
very pol i t ic ians they at fi rst rejected.  At one point ,  it 
looked l i ke they m ight  even a im to become a perma­
nent i nst i tut ion that wou ld  p lay an i ntermed iary ro le 
between the popu lat ion and the government ,  gather­
ing demands on the one hand, putt ing pressure on the 
other - and one m ight say - preserv ing some level of 
social peace i n  the meant ime.  But it is impo rtant not 
to fal l i nto the trap of b lam ing p lenums for putt ing an 
end to the movement. I n  Sarajevo for example ,  the fi rst 
one was organised as people were al ready desert ing 
street protests. 33 If some p lenum-ers were p leased to 
d iscover that the i r  organ isat ional form seemed capa­
ble of d ivert ing people from the more vio lent forms of 
protest34, many were also conscious that ,  without such 
protests, the p lenums wou ld  lose both their leg it imacy 
and the i r  main leverage.35 

Wh i le  some activ ists in Bosnia accused p lenum organ­
isers of be ing responsib le for the i nstitut ional isation of 
the movement, the latter wou ld typical ly blame a certain 
passivity on the part of part ic ipants, who would come 

re lat ively l arge num­

be r s  o f  p rotesters on  

the streets i n  the f irst 

days of the move­

ment, on ly 300/400 

peop le part ic i pated 

i n  the p rotests i n  

Sarajevo on 10th 

and 1 1th February 

before the first Sara­

jevo p len u m - wh ich 

around  1000 peop le  

attended - took p lace 

on the 12th. 

34 See the i nterview 

with a Sarajevo ple­

num organ isor, Sej l a  

Sehabov ic ,  on  Face 

TV, a Bosn ian televi­

s ion channe l ,  on 14th 

February (ava i lab le 

with Eng l i sh  subt i t les 

on  bhp rotestfi les .  

word press.com). 

expect ing to be told what to do. In the fi rst theorisa- 35Th is  doesn't mean 

tions of this organisational form i n  the Croatian student 
movement and its Occupation Cookbook, p lenums 
were supposed to extend themselves, mu lt ip ly ing on 
d ifferent levels of society : i n  un iversit ies, workplaces, 
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etc . . .  Though th is  was ment ioned at points ,  it never 
real ly caught on .  S im i larly, and qu ite paradoxical ly, if the 
idea of plenums was g reatly i nf luenced by the Occupa­
tion Cookbook, one th ing that was never on the cards 
dur ing the Bosnian movement was the occupation itself. 
And th is  is where the s im i lar it ies with Occupy move­
ments stop. 

As a resu lt of th is absence, t he re was n o  attempt 
to reorgan ise soc ia l  l i fe o n  another  bas is ,  beyo n d  
t h e  l evel o f  representat ion .  I n  most local i n stances 
of the  squares movements ,  people not on ly met at 
assembl ies and protests, but shared s ign ificant periods 
of the i r  everyday l ife together. In some cases, they 
organ ised alternative forms of reprod uct ion that d id  
not  i nvolve m oney. The c learest examp le  of t h i s  i s  
t he  G ez i  Park m ovement ,  where peop l e  organ ised 
free food,  free access to health care, free barbers, a 
l i b rary, even a red i str i but ion  of c igarettes. N ot that 
these exp l ic it ly alternativist moments d idn 't have seri­
ous l im itations :  the money-free zone could on ly exist 
because monetary-exchange cont inued a few meters 
away from the  square,  and  those wi th  jobs  s imp ly  
cont inued go ing to work, coming back to the square at 
the end of the i r  work-day. Sti l l ,  there was an idea that 
the protesters could not s imp ly appeal to some inst itu-

take place i n  offi c ia l  

b u i l d i ngs rather than 

on the streets. As 

we witnessed du r i ng  

t he  f i rst p l enum i n  

Sarajevo - wh ich 

cou ld not take p lace 

because the room 

chosen for i t  was too 

smal l - many exp l i c i t ly 

quest ioned the strat­

egy of the o rgan isers 

i n  wait i ng  for the 

author i t ies to prov ide 

a b igger  room ,  and 

demanded that the 

p lenums be he ld  in 

the open .  Organ isers 

cont i n ual ly  i n s i sted 

that p l enums were 

a ser ious matter, re­

qu i r i ng  proper sound 

equ i pment, and thus 

cou ldn ' t  be organ ised 

spontaneous ly. 

t ion to solve the i r  problems, and that some attempts at 36 0n the l i n k  between 

chang ing social relat ions shou ld take place with in  the 
strugg le itself. 

This also has specific imp l icat ions when it comes to 
the chal l eng ing  of gender  relat ions .  When p rotest­
ers occupy a square for more than a few days, l iv ing 
together i n  tents,  organ is ing cooking ,  ch i ldcare and so 
on, they cannot avoid being confronted with the ques­
t ion of the separat ion between spheres of social l ife, 
and with it the question of gender. 36 This can itself take 
p lace in  a confl ictual and vio lent way, as demonstrated 
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gender  and the 

reprod uct ion of soc ia l  

spheres with i n  the 

cap ita l ist mode of 

prod uct ion ,  see 'The 

Log ic  of Gender '  in 

Endnotes 3. 
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by the many attacks on  women i n  Tahr i r  square, for 37 On th i s  quest ion ,  see 

example .  Unwaged reproductive activit ies take p lace 
among assembl ies and street batt les, and the quest ion 
of the ir  repart it ion cannot remain h idden : the occup iers 
have to take the quest ion of the i r  own reproduct ion 
as an object ;  it itself becomes a pol it ical quest ion . 37 

I n  the absence of occupat ions,  du ring the protests i n  
Bosnia-Herzegovina the chal lenge fo r  women was to  
part ic ipate equal ly - which they certain ly d id ,  poss ib ly 
even more act ively than men - in p lenums,  riots and 
protests, whi le hav ing to take care of these reproduc­
t ive activit ies on the s ide.  They struggled to be heard in  
p lenums,  to be equa l ly  represented among delegates, 
but, s ince there were no occupat ions,  the quest ion of 
the ir  manag ing of reproductive act ivit ies dur ing the pro­
tests remained a private concern. 

Rust Bu n n ies & Co. ,  

' U nder  the r iot gear '  

i n  S/C 2,  Jan 2014 .  

38The two fi rst de­

mands of the Tuz la 

p l enum are te l l i n g  in 

th i s  regard : whi le the 

f i rst one ca l led for a 

'ma i nta i n i n g  [of] pub­

l i c  o rder  and peace 

in cooperati on  with 

cit izens, the po l ice 

and c iv i l  p rotect ion ,  

i n  order to avo i d  

any  c r im i na l i sat i on ,  

I ndeed, if the Bosn ian movement was looking for an po l i t ic i sat ion ,  and any 

alternative, it was only at the level of decis ion-making : man ipu lat ion of the 

the movement demanded more democrat ic inst itut ions, protests' , the second 

less corrupt ion ,  to replace a government of crooks one demanded ' the 

with a government of experts. This aspect, which was estab l i s hment of a 

present in other squares movements, was especial ly techn ica l  government ,  

central here .  I ndeed ,  more than d i rect democracy, composed of expert ,  

people seemed to be mainly longing for a properly func- non-po l i t ica l ,  u ncom-

t ion ing state .38 Most part ic ipants said they just wanted promised members. '  

the infrastructu res and the inst itut ions to funct ion ; that 
they were fed up  with adm in istrat ive procedures being 39 0n th i s  phenomenon ,  

blocked ,  pub l ic transport be ing un re l iab le ,  even the wh ich has ' less to do  

most basic he lp not be ing provided whi le  the country with the embe l l i s h -

was be ing ravaged by f loods. Most people d id not mind ment o f  the past  than  

the state, but they wanted a non-corrupt, effic ient one with its i nvent ion ', 

capable of d istri but ing a bas ic level of welfare. In th is  see M itj a Ve l i konja, 

sense, as in  other countries where revolts have taken 'Mapp i ng  Nostalg i a  

place in  recent years, protesters expressed a certa in for T i to '  i n  We/come 

pin ing for a previous order of th ings ,  some form of wel- to the Desert  of Post-

fare state - a certain Yugo-nostalgia could even be fe lt , Socialism. 

especial ly among o lder people. 39 
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ANTI - N ATI O N A L I S M  AS D E MAN D FOR A F U N C TI O N I N G  STATE 

This has gone hand in hand with a rejection of the ethn ic 40 E lements of th i s  

d iv is ions that have been responsib le for the fragmenta- rhetor ic cou ld  be 

t ion of institut ions. If nat ional ist confl ict appears here 
as the main barrier to the format ion of a proper state, 
the ant i-nat ional ism that was one of the main posit ive 
aspects of th is  movement cannot be separated from 
its long ing for a funct ion ing state, for a " un ited Bos­
n ia-Herzegovina" that would br ing a l l  ethn ic  groups 
together.40 It is perhaps strik ing, in an era in which some 
longstanding state structures in  Eu rope - Great Britai n ,  
Spain - have been newly threaten ing to un ravel under 
nat ional pressu res partly d riven by social movements, 
that i n  the fract ious reg ion which two centuries ago 
gave us  the word "balkanisat ion " ,  nat iona l ism cou ld  
be confronted l i ke th is  as a pol it ical problem for  move­
ments to solve in the name of a funct ion ing state. If a 
common pol it ical problemat ic for many recent move­
ments has been that produced by the enfeeblement 
of local and nat iona l  med iat ions on  the vast f ie ld of 
cap ital 's worldly movements (and the entwinement of 
these mediations with capital 's reg ional and g lobal man­
agements) the Bosnian case seems notably d ist i nct. I n  
th is  reg ion i n  wh ich  g lobal capital is barely i nterested, 
there is no properly function ing state to be defended in  
the fi rst p lace. To have one appears to be a privi lege to 
asp i re to ; to be properly exploited by capital is another. 

In another context, these tendencies might  have taken 
the form of an expl icit movement towards the creation or 
defence of a nat ion-state, g iv ing rise to a new nat ional­
ism.  I ndeed some Bosnia-Herzegovina f lags cou ld be 
seen here and there i n  demonstrat ions,  but in  numbers 
that are in  no way comparable with the movements in 
Greece or Egypt. This is because the specific situat ion 
of Bosnia-Herzegovina makes such a prospect i nher­
ently problemat ic .  The long ing for a un ited Bosnia is 
itself associated with Bosniak national ist d iscourse, and 
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heard for examp le  

i n  the gth  p l enum 

i n  Tuz la ,  the 20  fi rst 

m i nutes of wh ich 

can be seen on the 

'Bosn i a-Herzegov i na  

Protest F i les '  webs i te 

with Eng l i s h  s ubt i t les .  

218 



thus also with a prospective d im inut ion of the autonomy 41 There have been 

of the Brcko d istr ict and Repub l i ka Srpska, d i rectly reports that smal l  

contrary to the asp i rat ions of Bosnian Croat and Serb 
national ists respectively - the latter of whom actual ly 
hope for an incorporat ion into "Greater Serbia" . This 
project ion of the Bosniak national ist imag inary is itself a 
response to the fear of a division of Bosnia-Herzegovina 
that would leave only a tiny Bosn iak-popu lated reg ion .  

By defend i ng  the creat ion  of a u n ited Bosn ia-

gather i ngs took 

p lace i n  Repub l i ka 

Srpska in su pport of 

the p rotests but were 

q u ick ly repressed by 

po l ice and nat iona l i s t  

thugs .  

Herzegovina, pushing, for example ,  for the abol i t ion of 42 Many p rotesters 

Repub l i ka Srpska and the Brcko d istr ict as obstacles had on ly the vagu -

to the creat ion of a funct ion ing state, the movement 
wou ld  have destroyed any poss ib i l ity of support from 
other reg ions. Indeed, some Serb and Croat nat ional­
ists a l ready ins isted on describ ing the protests as a 
Bosniak phenomenon - even spread ing rumours that 
the protesters wanted to attack Repub l i ka Srpska res i ­
dents. Th is  partly explains why the demonstrations were 
almost non-existent in those reg ions.41 Pushing for the 
format ion of a single nat ion-state would thus have put 
in  danger the very un ity that such a state wou ld  requ i re .  
This expla ins in  large part why nat ional ist/patriotic ten­
dencies were largely absent with in  the movement, i n  
contrast to recent movements i n  Egypt or Spain .  

But beyond th is leve l ,  protesters in  Bosnia also under­
stood themselves as part of a larger wave of movements 
in the reg ion ,  us ing forms and ideas fi rst developed 
in  ne ighbour ing states such as Serbia and Croatia.42 

Such sent iments of sol idarity were reciprocated : during 
the protests, there were demonstrat ions of so l idarity 
with the Bosn ian movement in almost a l l  ex-Yugoslavian 
countr ies, i nc lud ing Macedon ia, Serbia, Croatia and 
Montenegro .  Revolts i n  ex-Yugoslavia seem to have 
been watching each other closely and infl uencing each 
other's modes of act ion in  recent years. Indeed, before 
the Bosnian movement itself, many observed a wave 
of protests in the reg ion ,  comparing it to the 201 1 - 1 3  
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est knowledge of 
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g lobal wave of strugg les, and even rais ing the pros- 43 See M ichael G. Kraft, 

pect of a Balkan Spr ing.43 In  Croatia, Slovenia, Bu lgaria, ' I ns u rrecti ons  i n  the 

Serbia,  commentators noted the r ise of new modes 
of protest with - albe it on  a smal ler scale - s im i lar 
aspects to recent squares movements. 

Probably the most obvious example is the S lovenian 
protest wave of 201 2- 1 3 ,  and the smal l  Occupy move­
ment that preceded th is in  October 201 1 .  After a b ig 
demonstrat ion against austerity on 1 5  October, around 
30 tents were erected i n  a square in  front of the Lju­
b ljana Stock Exchange, where they remained unt i l  early 
201 2 .  Assembl ies that sometimes gathered 1 50-200 
people took p lace regu larly, shar ing s im i lar it ies with 
those of Zuccotti Park i n  New York, even if act ivists 
at the core of the movement put forward a pr inc ip le of 

"democracy of d i rect act ion v is-a-vis the consensus­
based decis ion making of ows" .44 Protests reappeared 
again in November 201 2, fi rst in  Maribor, the second 
largest city, before spread ing to many others and gath­
ering tens of thousands of people .  They were main ly 
d i rected against corrupt pol it icians - the mayor of Mari­
bor being a b latant example - and contr ibuted to the 
fal l of a number of offic ials. 

Beyond S lovenia, the whole reg ion has witnessed a 
surge of social protest : in Bu lgaria in 201 2- 1 345 peo­
ple took to the streets because of a huge increase in 
the price of electricity, and against corruption in  general .  
I n  Romania protests have erupted sporad ical ly s ince 

Balkans :  From Work­

ers and Students to 

New Pol i t ical Subjec­

t iv it ies ' i n  We/come 

to the Desert of Post­

Socialism. Th i s  co l ­

lect ion of essays was 

pub l i shed in 2015 but 

most texts conta i ned 

were wr itten before 

the Bosn ian move­

ment. In a postscr ipt ,  

Srecko Ho rvat and 

I go r  St iks recal l how, 

after the subm i ss i on  

of the manuscr ipt , 

the 'most im portant 

social upheaval i n  the 

post-soc ia l i s t  Bal­

kans' took p lace in 

Bosn ia-Herzegov ina ,  

as a c lear p roof of  

the retu rn of p rotest 

movements i n  the 

Balkans they had 

been document i ng 

th rough  the book .  

20 10 ,  i n  response to austerity measu res and health- 44 See Map le Razsa and 

care reforms. Demonstrat ions have also taken p lace 
i n  Croatia, Serbia, Montenegro, Kosovo, Albania, and 
most recently i n  Macedonia .  Despite their d ifferences, 
these movements have d isplayed s im i larly "alternativist" 
tendencies,  part icu lar ly in  the i r  exper imentat ion with 
col lective forms of decis ion-making ,  outside trad it ional ,  
h ierarchical structu res, privi leg ing p lenary assembl ies 
as organ isat ional forms, and the use of social med ia.46 

Endnotes 4 

And rej Ku rn i k ,  'The 

Occupy Movement in 

Zifok's hometown :  D i ­

rect democracy and a 

po l i t i cs of becom i ng ' ,  

American Ethnologis t 

39(2): pp .  238-58, 

May 2012. 
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The forms the February movement took i n  B osn ia- 45 See Mariya lvanche-

Herzegovina should therefore u l t imately be understood 
in  the context of th is  more general wave. 

Workers' strugg les have also been recu rrent i n  the 
reg ion ,  especial ly i n  Serb ia and Croatia, and many are 
stri k ingly s im i lar to those that have been taki ng p lace 

va, 'The Bu lgar ian 

Wave of Protests, 

2012-2013' ,  CritCom, 

7 October 2013,  ava i l ­

ab le on l i ne .  

i n  Tuzla. Goran Music speaks of  a new workers' move- 46 See M i chael G .  Kraft, 

ment in Serbia, and analyses th ree specif ic types of ' I n su rrect ions i n  the 

workers in  the private sector, who each use d i fferent 
modes of protest. 47 The fi rst are emp loyed by large 
profitable companies - often mu lt inationals - and whi le 
they suffer intense explo itation ,  they usual ly get the i r  
wages on t ime and have less troub le  mak ing ends 
meet .  The second type are employed in  smal l  pr ivate ly 
owned bus i nesses - shops,  bars, sweatshops - and 

Balkans :  From Work­

ers and Students 

to New Pol i t ica l  

Subject iv i t ies '  i n  We/­

come to the Desert of 

Post-Socialism. 

are extremely explo ited, regu larly do ing  unpaid over- 47 Goran Mus i c ,  Serbia 's 

t ime.  They are very atom ised , with few poss ib i l it ies for 
f ight ing col lective ly. Lastly there are "those workers left 
beh ind in large and m idsized companies bypassed by 
new investments". As Music points out :  "These workers 
are faced with chal lenges of a specif ic type, as the i r  

Working Class in 

Transition 1988-2013 

(Rosa Luxembu rg 

St i ft ung 2013) 

exploitat ion is not primari ly the resu lt of i ntensive labour 48 Zoran Bu latovic, a 

processes at the p lace of formal employment:' Accord­
ing to h im ,  it is this category of workers that has been 
pushed to the forefront of resistance since the 2008 
crisis, us ing forms of  protest such as hunger stri kes and 
even self-mut i lat ion to press their demands.48 Concern­
ing th is layer of the working popu lat ion and their modes 
of strugg le ,  M us ic asks the most press ing quest i on :  
"After years o f  social decomposit ion o f  the i ndustr ia l  
worki ng class, wou ld  it make more sense to view these 
protesters as workers or a declassed layer of impover­
ished cit izens?" He summarises the situat ion of these 
workers part icu larly wel l .  Here the resemblance with 
the Tuzla workers is str iki ng :  

On the one hand ,  t he  co l lective memory o f  social ­
ism made sure the protagon ists st i l l  saw themselves 

Gather Us From Among the Nations 
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primar i ly as workers. The image of the past as a bet- 49 Mus ic , Serbia 's Work-

ter t ime serves as the sou rce of self-respect for th is  
group of workers. Regard less of it stand ing id le for 
years, the local factory remained a p lace of ident ifica­
tion and pr ide. Even after mu lt ip le privat isations,  the 
workers sti l l  saw the enterprise as someth ing belong­
ing  to them. The preferred final outcome of the str ike 
for most strikers was the renewal of industrial act iv ity. 

On the other hand ,  the methods of strugg le show­
cased d u ri ng  these p rotests had l itt le  to do with 
trad i t ions of the labour movement .  I n  many cases 
the workers occupied factor ies on ly  to turn  them­
selves into hostages. Hunger stri kes, self-mut i lat ions 
and su ic ide threats carr ied more resemblance to the 
tactics of struggle ins ide a pr ison than an industr ial 
faci l ity. With assembly l ines remain ing  motion less for 
years, workers lost the most powerfu l  weapon they 

ing Class in Transition, 

pp. 44-45. Mus i c  a lso 

g ives the examp le of 

the former workers 

of 'Zastava E lektro' 

who organ i sed n i n e  

roadb locks o f  t he  

tra i n  tracks con­

nect i n g  Serb ia and 

Macedon i a  between 

J u ne  and December 

2009,  ' p l ac i ng  the i r  

bod ies across the 

tracks as a symbo l ic  

act of workers' co l ­

lect ive su i c i de' . 

once had i n  the i r  hands - control over the produc- 50 Nonethe less ,  many 

tion process. Even in  cases when they recaptu red would say that they at 

the factory hal ls ,  it seemed that nobody cared.  Ne i- l eas t  ga ined a sense 

ther the state, nor the new owners had any i ntent ion of pr ide i n  p rotest i ng ,  

of us ing that space for  manufactur ing anyway. The res ist i ng  p ressures ,  

"Gradac" factory i ncident ,  where the boss cut off the 
water supply wh i le the hunger str ike was tak ing place 
ins ide the bu i ld ing ,  is a good example .  The workers 
were superfluous people - a burden i nherited from 
the t ime of socia l i sm wh ich shou ld  be d iscarded 
together wi th  the t imeworn mach inery.49 

The increas ing ly desperate situat ion of the workers i n  
Tuz la is  c learly far f rom un i que  i n  the  reg ion .  I n  th is  

and be i ng  the spark 

for many important 

exper iments such as 

the p lenums ,  g i v i ng  

them hope that such 

a movement m i ght 

reappear qu ick ly i n  

t h e  futu re. 

context, it is unsurpr is ing that they wou ld  t ry to gather 51 In Tuz la and Sarajevo, 

support from other parts of the populat ion,  br inging their 
strugg le out i nto the open,  demonstrat ing and b lockad­
ing roads. Their situation has hardly improved s ince the 
February movement .  50 Shortly after the protests, the 
new cantonal government - the so-called "government 
of experts" - promised to renat ional ise the Dita factory, 

Endnotes 4 

more than one year 

after the p rotests, the 

Cantonal govern­

ments had st i l l  not 

repa i red the bu rnt 

b u i l d i ngs o r  removed 
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wh ich had been at the forefront of the movement. But 
it soon became clear that th is would not actual ly hap­
pen, s ince the renational isat ion of a company with such 
vast debts (approx imately 1 5 m i l l i on  eu ros) was ruled 
i l legal .  For a whi le ,  some workers from Dita nu rtured 
hopes that th ings cou ld change before the October 
201 4 general e lections, but these expectat ions qu ickly 
d issipated.51 The new i ndependent un ion ,  Sol idarnost, 
has been strugg l ing to gain legal recognit ion ,  and whi le 
it has helped organise b igger demonstrations, has so far 
been unable to ach ieve more concrete resu lts. 

An act ion organised by the workers of Tuz la on  24 
December 201 4 was h igh ly symbol ic :  to demonstrate 
that they no longer had anyth ing to hope for in Bosn ia­
Herzegovina, several hundred left the c ity on foot, i n  
harsh winter weather, to walk to Croatia, enter the EU 

and ask for asyl um .  When they reached the border on 
28 December, lacking passports, some were refused 
entrance to Croat ia .  Those who did have papers 
crossed the border symbol ical ly, but returned in sol i ­
darity with the others. Exhausted from the long walk in  
the snow, several people needed med ical attent ion .  
On  the i r  way back to Tuzla, angry as ever, the work­
ers marched past the government bu i l d i ng  chant ing 

"th ieves ! ,  th ieves ! "  and "you ' l l  be beaten up ! "  

t h e  g raffi t i .  I n stead 

they just moved to 

other locat ions .  The 

damaged bu i l d i ngs at 

the centre of these 

c i t ies rema in  monu-

ments  to the p rotests, 

and rem i nders of 

how l i tt le change 

they actua l ly brought .  

The latter s i gn i fica­

t ion  was perhaps 

i ntent iona l .  

52Accord i ng  to a su rvey 

conducted in 2012 by 

the Youth I nformat ion 

Agency of Bosn i a­

Herzegov ina ,  81% 

of young peop le 

dec lared they wou ld 

' l eave the cou ntry 

tomorrow if they 

had a chance'. The 

same agency reports 

that from 2006 to 

2012 at least 1 50,000 

To many - part icu larly the younger - emigrat ion seems young  peop le from 

one of the only ways of improving their s ituat ion ,  con- Bosn i a  moved to the 

t i nu ing ,  one m ight say, c lass strugg le by other means. Western Balkans, 

This betrays the lack of options left to the workers - and, North Amer ica and 

to a degree, to the rest of the popu lat ion - in  Bosn ia- Austra l ia .  

Herzegovina.52 If it is true that ,  as Serbian econom ist 
Branko Mi lanovi6 claims, inequal it ies between countries 53 Branko M i l anov ic ,  

have now grown bigger than those with in  countries, 53 Global Income 

emigrat ing to a richer country may be by far the most Inequality by the 

effective way of increas ing the price of one's labou r  Numbers (Wor ld Bank 

power. Commentators i n  the autonom ist marxist ten- 2012) 

dency, i nc l ud i ng  Anton io  Negr i  and M ichael Hardt, 
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have tended to analyse such emigration in a roseate 54 See Hardt and Negr i ,  

l ight ,  see ing "desert ion and exodus"  as a " power­
fu l  form of c lass strugg le with in  and against imperial 
postmodern ity" . 54 But as long as workers i n  those 
r icher countr ies themselves experience immigration as 
bring ing the prospect of reductions i n  the price of the i r  
labour power, the quest ion of the nat ion - despite the 
posit ive developments we have witnessed in  Bosn ia­
Herzegovina - is un l i kely to recede eas i ly i n  the futu re 
g lobal unfo ld ing of class strugg le .  

E P I LOG U E  

A l l  p rospects o f  t h e  Dita workers gett i ng the i r  d u e  
wages van ished when t h e  owner declared h imself 
bankrupt i n  Apri l  201 5 .  I n  J une, however, the workers 
decided , with the agreement of the creditors, to restart 
production in a self-managed fash ion .  Us ing materials 
left in  the factory, and repai r ing some of the mach ines, 
they started turn ing out some of the main detergents 
previously produced there, under the names of '3de' ,  
' B l ic  g ri l l ' ,  'Al ls' and ' Broncho' .  On 30 June ,  they agreed 
with the cred itors that they would only have to repay the 
factory debts when they started making a profit. For the 
cred itors, showing that the factory is viable may be a 
major he lp in the search for a new investor, and wou ld  
thus increase the i r  chances of  gett ing the i r  money back. 
For the workers at D ita, the restart ing of product ion ,  
even on a smal l  scale, br ings them not on ly an income 
but also a clear source of pr ide and hope. I n  th is con­
text, it is important not to get b l inded by the ideolog ical 
debates around self-management ,  e i ther from those 
who praise it as a step towards a society of free produc­
ers or those who reject it per se as conservat ive and 
counter-revolutionary. However implausible it may seem 
as a long-term solut ion ,  i n  the context in  which these 
workers find themselves, self-management appears as 
one of the few survival strateg ies remain ing to them, 
and -from the i r  po int  of view - at least worth a t ry. 

Endnotes 4 

Empire (Harvard 

2000), p .  213 .  
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ITS OWN PECULIAR DECOR 

Capital, u rban ism,  and the crisis 

of class pol itics i n  the US 

Chris Wright 

226 



In Society of the Spectacle, Guy Debord noted in rapid 1 Debord ,  Society of  

succession several elements of the re lat ion of capital to the Spectacle, trans .  

space, which he brought under the concept of u rban- Donald N icho lson-

i sm.  Capital un ifies and homogen ises space so that i t  Smith (Zone 1994) , 

becomes the free space of commod it ies, of the valor i- p. 165-9. 

sat ion of val ues. This e l im i nates geographical d istance 
only to create a ki nd of inner d istance - separat ion - in 2 This i s  often con-

which transportat ion serves to make each p lace as ceived of today as 

much l i ke every other as possib le ,  so that, f inal ly :  the rea l  s ubsumpt ion 

of labour  under cap i -

A society that molds its ent i re surround ings has nee- ta l ,  but I be l ieve th is 

essari ly evolved its own techn iques for working on i s  m i staken .  As I w i l l  

the material basis of th is set of tasks. That material arg ue ,  i n dustry i n  th i s  

basis is the society's actual  terr itory. U rban ism is  case  shou ld  be un -

the mode of  appropriat ion of  the natu ral and human derstood as 'mechan-

environment by capita l ism,  which ,  true to i ts log ical ica l  i n dustry' , and is 

development toward absolute dominat ion ,  can (and i tse lf  a su rpassab le 

now must) refash ion the total ity of space into its own organ isat ion of the 

pecu l iar decor. 1 l abour  process .  

This concept of u rban ism identified the separation under 
condit ions in  which it appeared that 1 )  " i ndustry" as 
d iscussed in  Capital vol .  1 was the h ighest and last 
form of the organisat ion of labour, 2 2) capital ism would 
never be ab le to overcome the material i mpover ish­
ment of more than a smal l m inority of wage-labourers 
in any country, inc lud ing the wealth iest ones, and 3) the 
working class wou ld  remain always and forever - or at 
least unti l the revo lut ion - outside the legal and pol i t i ­
cal  forms of capital ist society ; that is ,  it would retain 
the status of an estate with its own semi-autonomous 
pol i t ical and cu l tu ra l  i nst itut ions marki ng  it off from 
the bourgeois and petit-bourgeois classes. I n  crucial 
respects, these three condit ions no longer apply. 

These changes are expressed not merely in product ion ,  
d istr ibut ion ,  and consumpt ion,  but i n  the working up  of 
the spaces in which these take p lace. For example ,  the 
e l im ination of geographical distance today rel ies more on 
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the means of rap idly travers ing an expanding low-density 
geography, rather than on increasing density of popu lation 
and productive capacity, form ing u rban c lusters l i nked 
by poi nt-to-point  systems l i ke rail and sh ipp ing .  The 
contrad ictory drives of capital accumu lat ion which have 
resulted in the th ree above-mentioned changes equal ly 
determine th is de-concentrat ion which we th ink of as 
sprawl and suburban isat ion .  Th is  sh ift i n  the  spat ia l  
production of capital ist society l iterally changes the terrain 
on which its contrad ict ions p lay out .  This does not do 
away with the essence of cap ital ,  with its fundamental 
categor ies, but reg isters a genu ine  t ransformation in  
the i r  expression, the i r  modes of  existence or phenomenal 
forms, in  the shaping of space. This matters because 
the phenomenal forms taken by the opposit ion to capital 
also change - someth ing we wil l retu rn to later. 

I have focused on suburbanisation in the Un ited States 
for the same reasons Marx focused on Britain in Capital: 
th is d ramat ic sh ift in the worki ng up of space by capital 
is nowhere e lse so clear and complete, but the condi­
t ions which generate sprawl and subu rban isat ion are of 
course not l im ited to the us - they represent a general 
enough g lobal tendency i n  this period to be taken as 
character is ing the broader dynam ics of the class rela­
tion as such .  This does not mean,  however, that we 
can s imp ly read the American case off the operat ion of 
capital 's " log ic" .  The latter is itself h igh ly shaped by the 
pecul iar it ies of the us context, mean ing that the story 
of subu rban isat ion must be u nfo lded with an atten­
t ion to part icu lar cases and the cont ingencies which 
shape them.  The tendency towards de-concentrat ion 
is const ituted by, and in  turn he lps to constitute, the 
reorganisat ion of the phenomenal forms of the capital­
labour  relat ion - a reorganisation d riven by the crisis 
of 1 9 1 7-45, in  which the worki ng class as an estate 
met its h istoric defeat in  a counter-revolut ion that arose 
in  part from with in  the workers' movement itself. Such 
a defeat is not on ly pol it ical , however. Defeat always 
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entai ls the reorgan isat ion of the labou r  process and 
the very condit ions of accumu lation .  Wh i le  the work­
ing class was decisively defeated by fascism on one 
s ide and Keynesian ism on the other - through the i r  
mutual  i m mers ion i n  war  and genoc ide - accumu la­
tion was renewed on a world scale. This occurred under 
condit ions which reversed the three above-ment ioned 
assumpt ions of capital ism's rad ical crit ics : transform­
ing labour and product ion processes to su rpass the 
dominance of mechan ical industry ;  relatively overcom­
ing the worki ng class's material impoverishment i n  the  
wealth iest countries ; i ntroducing a g reater degree of  
inc lus ion and representat ion of  wage-labourers, as  i nd i ­
v iduals, with in  the pol it ical and legal system. The latter 
was not merely a matter of votes, o r  of the integrat ion 
of un ions or workers' part ies i nto the state : with it came 
more general improvements in  the guaranteed qual ity 
of l ife, through access to healthcare, funded ret irement, 
paid vacat ion ,  free pub l ic  educat ion ,  and so on. This 
g radual ly ate away at the independent organisat ions 
and institut ions of the class that had existed outside, 
and often against, the state and bourgeois property law, 
and in many cases effect ively destroyed them.  

The recogn it ion of  these changes has been g lacial ly slow 
among those cla iming a " revolut ionary" outlook- that is, 
one in  which the overcoming of capital ism as the work 
of capital ,  itself entai ls the overcoming of capita l ism by 
those compel led to wage labour. Where they have been 
recogn ised, and where the abol i t ion of capital has not 
been g iven up altogether, this has often entai led the claim 
that the capital-labour re lat ion no longer holds, that the 
worki ng class no longer exists, and that the overcom­
ing of capita l  w i l l  e i ther come on ly from a class outside 
of the capital re lat ion ,  o r  wi l l  be the work of capital 's 
own rat ional self-overcom ing .  Both cases share a com­
mon sou rce of error :  an associat ion of the phenomenal ,  
h istor ical ly part icu lar condit ions of mechan ical i ndus­
try and material impover ishment w i th  the categories of 
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capital as such and the abstract nature of its forms of 
domination, and the conflation of a class relation with 
the condition of being an estate. To put it another way, 
both have acted as if capitalist society was a direct form 
of domination of one group by another, as in slavery or 

feudalism, when in fact it involves an indirect form of 
domination through abstract social forms. Of course, in 

its initial development capitalism arose amidst such direct, 
concrete forms of domination and they do not simply 
disappear of themselves, but only under a protracted 
development, which is itself determined by continual 
crises and the potential overthrow of capitalism. 

CAPITAL AND SPACE 

Labour in capitalist society requires the constant sepa- 3 Society of the Specta-

ration of people from their powers, from the means of 
production, from the products of their labour, and from 
each other. Separation is the premise of all accumula­
tion, or paraphrasing Guy Debord, it is the alpha and 
omega of capital.3 Separation is internalised within 

the experience of everyday life, where it becomes 

naturalised and consensual, and does not appear as 

domination. Separation is essential to capital as a total 

social circuit-that is, the separation of production, cir­
culation, and consumption. This separation of the total 
circuit can be expressed spatially. For example, produc­
tion occurs in "places of work", from factories, mills 
and mines to offices and engineering campuses, while 
circulation takes place in commercial warehouses and 

retail stores, and consumption loops back into produc­

tion in the workplace or the home.4 From the opening of 

the capitalist era the latter has been constructed as pri­
vate by the separation of non-waged labour-into the 
feminised space of the home -from the masculinised, 
public, waged labour of the workplace. This separation 
of the private is in fact doubled: as the separation into 
spheres of waged and unwaged labour, but also of 

public and private, of the political and the economic. 

Endnotes 4 

c/e, p. 20. 

4 As Marx noted in the 

Grundrisse: all pro­

duction is consump­

tion, all consumption 

production. 
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LABO U R  PROCESS A N D  CAPITAL C I R C U I T  

Marxian u rbanism was concerned largely with concep­
tua l is ing the contrad ictory un ity of spatial and formal 
concentration : bringing together geograph ically to sepa­
rate socia l ly - producers from means of p roduct ion ; 
home from workplace ;  reproduct ion of labour power 
from reproduct ion of capital ; producer from product ; 
producers from each other, and so on .  Capital seemed 
to categorically require an increas ing density of popu la­
tion and a geograph ical concentration of the means of 
accumulat ion. However, this concentration has u lt imately 
proved cont ingent ;  someth ing which capital sought to 
overcome, and it ach ieved th is through a transformation 
i n  its capacity to negate physical d istance:  the cr is is 
of u rbanism was thus temporari ly resolved through the 
spat ia l  deconcentrat ion of capital and labou r. 

Capital is not on ly separat ion ,  however :  its ent i re c i r­
cu i t - M -+  C . . .  P . . .  C' -+ M ' - has to be taken i nto 
accou nt . 5 The question  i s  how the log ical forms are 
s imu ltaneously both maintained i n  the i r  separat ion and 
brought together in a un ity. Many of the central problems 
of u rbanism flow from the contrad ict ion that capital is 
not on ly i ts activity of separat ion but th is ent i re c i rcu it  
of buying ,  sel l i ng  and product ive consumpt ion - and 
that i n  order to complete the c i rcu it , producers, means 
of product ion ,  and products al l  have to be brought to­
gether in  g reat concentrat ions. Consumption also takes 
place, in Marx's classic formu lat ion ,  between capital 's 
two "departments"- capitals engaged in the production 
of means of production and in  the production of means 
of consumpt ion - which is another way of consider ing 
prod uctive consumpt ion by capital and labou r. Here 
we wi l l  focus in on changes that have occurred with in  
on ly part of the c i rcu i t :  C . . .  P . . .  C' .  That is ,  we wi l l  look 
at changes to product ion ,  commun icat ion ,  energy, and 
transportat ion ,  due to the importance of these for un­
derstand ing spatial de-concentrat ion .  

Its Own Peculiar Decor 

5 Money -> commod i ­

t ies . . .  product ion 

. . .  commod it ies + 

su rp l us  val ue -> 

money + su rp l us  

va l ue .  Th i s  formu la  

p laces an emphas i s  

on money, s i nce i t  

fal l s  at  the c i rc u it 's 

extremes ,  and i s  thus  

spec i f i ca l l y  the c i rcu i t  

of money cap ital , but  

i t  can a lso be v iewed 

i n  rotat ion ,  with 

e i ther  the commod­

ity o r  product ion at 

its extremes ,  t hus  

g i v i ng  us  the c i rcu i ts 

of commod ity and 

produ ctive cap i ta l .  

A l l  of these c i rcu its 

shou l d  nonethe less 

be g rasped as facets 

of a s i ng l e ,  soc ia l l y  

general process .  For  

Marx the c i rcu i t  of  

commod ity cap i ta l  

was actua l l y  the more 

concrete, s i nce i t  ar­

t i cu lated the c i rcu its 

of i n d iv i dua l  cap i ta ls  

with the broader  

soc ia l  context, v ia  the 

market. 
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Urbanism arose and took its c lassical forms as manu- s Th is  is why craft la-

factu re and mechanical industry gave rise to ever denser 
popu lations under condit ions which he lped produce a 
col lective self-identificat ion as workers, as a class, as 
a pol it ical power, as proletariat. The modern industrial 
city, as wel l  as the g reat cosmopol itan centres, g rew 
out of th is process, under condit ions determined both 
by techn ical restrict ions on capital 's d iffusion i n  space 
and by the economic and pol it ical exc lus ion of labour. 
The crisis of the phenomenal forms of capital in the fi rst 
half of the 20th centu ry was then also a crisis of the 
modern industrial c ity and of the relat ionsh ip between 
the u rban and the ru ral . Out of many d isconti nuous and 
contested changes a process of rat ional isat ion took 
place, both with in  the labour process and in  u rban ism.  

The process of rat ional isat ion under capita l ism is not 
about technological solutions to technological problems, 
but re-organisat ion of the class relat ion .  This process 
is typically described in  terms of the transformat ion of 
the labou r  p rocess th roug h  techno log ical i nnovat ion ,  
but it a lso enta i ls  the  t ransformat ion of the env i ron ­
ment, which is much  less d iscussed . The  replacement 
of l iv ing with dead labour is not just quantitative , replac­
ing x h u man labou r  with y mach inery, but i nvo lves 
qua l itative combinat ions of labour d isp lacement and 
deski l l i ng .  The widespread emp loyment of a part icu­
lar technology to ach ieve systematic rat ional isation is 
always also a question of the problem of reproducing 
labou r  as a socia l  med iation .  The o ld  mach inery and 
methods become reduced to mere techno logy sub­
sumed to the new labour  process. 6 Th is  progressive 
rat ional isation cannot be adequately g rasped by the 
notion of a movement from formal to real  subsumpt ion .  
Capital ist "progress" is exactly th is p rocess of succes­
sive transformat ions i n  the labour  process, undertaken 
to overcome problems of valorisat ion .  "Technological 
so lut ions" med iate these b road- rang ing transforma­
t ions that alter the o rgan isat ion of space, t ime ,  and 

Endnotes 4 

bour, for examp le ,  

does not go  away; nor  

d i d  the imp lementa­

tion of large-scale 

e lectr i f icat ion  and the 

combust ion eng ine 

after ww 1 1  s im p ly  do 

away with mechan ical 

i n dustr ia l  processes .  

But  ne i ther  do they 

any longer  have the 

poss i b i l ity of be ing 

the form i n  wh ich  a 

new per iod of val­

or isat ion m igh t  take 

place. E i ther  the new 

c lass re lat ion  funda­

menta l ly  a lters the 

means ,  open ing up 

d i fferent poss i b i l i t ies ,  

or  the o lder  techno l ­

ogy s imp l y  subs ists i n  

those areas where its 

rep lacement by other  

labour  processes i s  

not p ract ical i n  a p rof­

i tab le manner. 
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rat ional ity, which is also why these progressive rat ional i- 7 Mo i she  Postone rec-

sat ions appear as technological revo l ut ions, g iv ing rise 
to technological determ in ist theories.7 This process of 
rat ional isat ion is the way in which capital 's dominat ion 
is reasserted ,  th rough  the transformat ional  reproduc­
t ion of the capital - labour  relat ion .  

These transformat ions rad iate and general ise because 
capital is a dynam ic total ity that can accommodate an 
almost infin ite variety of pol it ical and cu ltural forms, and 
absorb forms of resistance. The total is ing natu re of the 
dynamic is evident i n  the g lobal scope and s imu ltane­
ity of these transformat ions ,  which have been g iven 
an abundance of names: Ford ism, the mass worker or  
state capita l ism to refer to the per iod f rom 1 9 1 7  to  
the early 1 970s ,  where power and production seemed 
increas i ng ly to co l lapse i nto each other ;  g loba l isa­
t ion ,  neo- l i beral ism or Emp i re to refer to the changes 
which have taken p lace s ince the 1 970s, in  wh ich the 
separat ion of state and economy seemed to be the 
dominant trend .8 At the same t ime,  these rat ional is ing 
transformations can man ifest themselves in  a seeming ly 
infin ite variety of concrete shapes, and the g lobal sh ift is 
therefore only evident after the fact. Often, the fact that 
we can ta lk about a change ind icates that it is al ready 
pass ing ,  or has a l ready passed .  

We wi l l  now take a closer look at these successive and 
progressive rat ional isat ions through which the capital­
labour re lat ion has re-asserted itself , t ransforming the 
way i n  which it is  exper ienced and produces space. 

ogn i ses  th is i n  terms 

of the product iv i ty 

of cap ita l  outstr ip­

p ing labou r with the 

cu rrent app l i cat ion  of  

sc ience ,  but  he  can­

not adequately re late 

i t  to the mode of 

prod uc i ng  and labour  

p rocess ,  because it 

refl ects someth i n g  

more s pec i f ic  than 

the 'real s ubsum pt ion '  

of labou r or even than 

the 'm i cro-electron i cs  

revo lut ion '  spec i f ied 

by Robert Ku rz and 

Norbert Trenk le ,  

wh ich  m i sses the 

transformat ion  of the 

labour  p rocess i n  i t s  

concreteness .  

8 Or  perhaps one  

shou ld  say: the re­

d u ct ion  of the state 

to a more i n d i rect i n ­

tervent ion i n  favou r  

o f  so-ca l led 'market 

mechan i sms'. 

TH E CHAN G I N G  R E LAT I O N  OF WORKERS TO WO R K  

T h e  transfo rmat ion o f  mach inery a n d  t h e  labou r  pro­
cess alters the relat ion of labour  and capita l ,  and the 
relat ions of workers to each other. Mach inery and the 
labour process mediate the actual relat ions between 
workers, because workers come into contact with each 
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other through the production process. They also medi­
ate the re lat ion between capital and labour, because 
capital is  exper ienced fi rst and foremost as mach in­
ery, raw materials, and the command of  the production 
process, whi le capital experiences labour as variable 
capital . Mach inery and the labour process material ise 
the class relat ion and thus form the basis for its per­
petuat ion and part icu lar isat ion .9 Social re lat ions are 
thus embedded in  the labour process and mach inery, 
and th is  format ion in turn shapes social ity. 

The introduction of a labour process based on mach in­
e ry g ives work an i nd i rect relat ionsh ip  to natu re ,  as 
work is  performed on nature to e i ther  turn it i n to a raw 
material or to turn a raw material into a product, but i n  
neither case is the who le  labour or iented towards the 
who le  process from beg inn ing to end.  Th is  abandon­
ment of hand icraft production opens up  the way for the 
pre-plann ing of coord inat ion ,  transport and assembly, 
and the rat ional isat ion of the work activ ity via pract i ­
cal analysis and  deski l l i ng .  Plann ing i n  tu rn  becomes 
the pr ice-form in  p rocess, with the value al ready being 
calcu lated pr ior  to be ing brought to the market. Out 
of th is  comes the d ivorce of operat iona l  and techn i ­
cal p lann ing from real isat ion v i a  physical labour, wh ich 
introduces the d ifference between the worker and the 
planner, eng ineer, and overseer. 

Fol lowing Hans-D ieter Bahr :  

Mach inery sets free an inte l lect formerly bound to 
the feuda l -hand icraft labour process, an in te l lect 
wh ich carr ies the poss ib i l ity of form ing  a po l i t ical  
col lective worker out of the d iv ided part ia l workers. 
In  contrast to the work eth ic  of the gu i ld ,  the pol it ical 
cooperat ion of wage-workers comes i nto external 
opposit ion to production as such, s ince the social 
ends of product ion confront the pro letar iat as an 
external force, i .e .  as the ru l ing c lass. The leve l ing 

Endnotes 4 

9 J ust as we can refer 

to the c lass re lat ion  

as a k i nd  of symbo l i c  

order, so  with mach i n ­

e r y  and the labour  

p rocess  we have a 

k i nd  of mater ia l  se­

m iot i c .  
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down of the special ised workers by means of produc- 10 Hans-D ieter Bahr, 

t ion technology creates the condit ion for turn ing the 'The Class Structu re 

wage-struggle i nto the potential po l it ical social isa- of Mach inery' , in Ph i l  

t ion of  a working class i n  the process of  organ is ing Slater ed . ,  Outlines of 

itself. On the other hand ,  the contrad ict ion between a Critique of Technol-

the special ised worker and the technolog ical i ntel- ogy ( Ink L i nks 1979), 
lect responsib le for the d i rect ion ,  construct ion and p . 6. 

transmiss ion of the isolated detai l  operat ions,  pre-
vents the worki ng c lass from recogn is ing  its own 
social character in th is  inte l lect, wh ich in fact rep­
resents its own inte l lect, even if in the form of an 
unconsciously col lective product al ienated from the 
working class and acqu i ring i ndependent shape in 
the form of p lanners, techn icians and eng ineers. The 
proletariat therefore stands i n  outward opposit ion to 
its own inte l lect, which the capital ist process of pro­
duct ion has created i n  formal independence. I n  part, 
it was th is hosti l ity which weakened and nu l l if ied the 
resistance of the working class to fascism. In  add it ion, 
the absence of a practical-theoretical crit ique of the 
productive inte l lect b l i nkers the working class, b ind-
ing it as a variable moment to the aggregate social 
capital ; i n  this respect, the working class is merely 
an antagon istic, but nonetheless fixed component of 
bourgeois society. Its b l indness towards its own, but 
a l ienated , i ntel lect means that i t  contr ibutes to the 
maintenance of the false total i ty of th is society. And 
a " l iberat ion" which takes p lace behind the backs of 
the producers posits freedom as mere ideal . 1 0 

The formal i ndependence of the i ntel lect has become 
its real independence. This sh i ft means that the worker 
more thorough ly d ivorces h imself  from a labou r  p ro­
cess wh ich  is incomprehensib le to h im  i n  the absence 
of h igh ly special ised, scientif ic knowledge. This inde­
pendent i ntel lect fosters a cu lture of g iv ing orders and 
obeying which is prevalent i n  today's permissive society. 
Both authority and obedience f lour ish where they are 
least expected .  
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With the internal isat ion and objectificat ion of the whole 1 1  I b i d .  

labour  process i nto mach inery, the c i rcu lat ion of  com-
mod ity capital is itself industrial ised, whi le " industrial and 12 I b id .  The not ion of the 

commercial capita l  fuse via the funct ional role p layed i dea l ity of the worker 

by financial capital:' 1 1  Despite this fusion, however, the as a s ubject is  impor-

l im itat ions of the means of transportat ion and commu- tant .  As Bahr  notes, 

n icat ion pr ior to WWI I  sti l l  necessitated relatively dense Lu kacs m i stakes th i s  

and connected faci l i t ies, wi th large concentrat ions of i dea l ity fo r  a real i ty, 

workers able to see the ent i re production process. This and thus  imag ines  

concentrat ion brought about industrial un ion-type org- a supra-h i stor ical  

an isat ions and labou r-type pol it ical part ies.  Forms of SubJect .  

mass commun icat ion such as the newspaper, fi lm ,  and 
rad io,  developed to art ific ia l ly resolve what Bahr refers 
to as the '" ideal ity' of the co l lective worker" into that of 
an ind ividual consumer and citizen. 1 2  The various strands 
came together in  the form of organ isat ions of the work-
ers which took on an autonomous existence, developing 
bu reaucratical ly, and i n  the end becoming a brake on 
the very revol ut ionary inte l lect from which they grew. 

Crit ical changes took p lace in energy, commun icat ions, 
and transportation that provided the infrastructural founda­
tions for the d issolut ion of the spatial and communicative 
conditions of col lect ive working class l ife. National energy 
gr ids were developed to prov ide power across large 
areas without the need for fac i l i t ies to have ded icated 
power plants. Th is broad network of energy provision was 
combined with the mass prol iferat ion of the automobi le 
and truck ,  and the development of massive road and 
h ig hway infrastructu res to support them, which made 
it poss ib le to expand lateral ly i n  space at a much lower 
popu lat ion and capital density than had previously been 
imaginable .  I n  terms of i ntercont inental transportat ion 
there were also huge strides in  transoceanic sh ipp ing 
and a ir  transport .  Th is expansion of  power and mob i l ity 
for the commercial ,  the reta i l  and the res ident ial went 
hand- in-hand with improved commun icat ion networks, 
start ing with the phone, but expand ing i nto rad io ,  televi­
sion, and eventual ly computers. 
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These developments also involved the massive, more 
or less d i rect, engagement of the state in the economy. 
In poorer  countr ies on ly the state cou ld  gather  and 
coord inate enough capital to engage in development. I n  
wealth ier  countries it regu lated the commonly requ i red 
systems of power, commun icat ion ,  transportat ion ,  edu­
cat ion ,  healthcare and somet imes hous ing ,  whether 
d i rectly i n  the form of nat iona l isat ions ,  o r  i nd i rectly 
via regu latory bodies and i nvestment in  i nfrastructure,  
which was then made u p  as a g ift to pr ivate capital . 
This development of capital 's means of transport and 
means of commun icat ing  its orders and instruct ions 
deepened the spat ial isolat ion and separat ion between 
workers, and d isrupted col lective and pub l ic  forms of 
commun icat ion and of movement in space. 

THE R E LATIVE E N D  OF MATERIAL I M P OVE R I S H M E N T  A N D  T H E  

I M POVE R I S H M E N T  O F  S PACE 

One major change after WWI I  was the massive increase 
in spend ing  power of workers, especia l ly in the us, 

which amounted to 5 00/o of the wor ld 's wealth and 
250/o of wor ld product ive capacity, but on ly 50/o of its 
popu lat ion .  The un ion isat ion of the 1 930s resu lted in 
a des i re by the i nstitut iona l  rep resentatives of cap i ­
ta l  and labour to  ensure social peace and  profitab i l ity 
in the post-war per iod .  The wage-product ivity deal  
worked out between the un ions and major  i ndustries 
meant that, i n  retu rn for product iv ity that i nc reased 
faster than the rate of wage g rowth ,  wages were none­
theless able to grow far h igher  than ever before. Th is 
p layed a crit ical ro le in  the development of the worker 
as mass consumer, as the material impoverishment of 
the pre-WWI I  period was left beh ind .  This took the form 
of a large part of the working class havi ng the means 
to buy cars, houses, and to move away from the dense 
u rban networks of working class l ife to the relat ive iso­
lat ion of the suburbs. 
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The new means a l lowed ind iv iduals and g roups to f ind 13 Whi l e  ' i n dustr ia l  

"solut ions" to the problems associated with the indus­
trial city, such as overcrowding,  lack of access to nature, 
cr ime, landlords, and so on. They also made it possi­
b le to f lee into places purged of ,  and wal led off from ,  
the racial and imm igrant Other, s imu ltaneously escap­
ing and re i nforc ing racia l  format ion and its confl i cts. 
Suburban development and sprawl ,  through which the 
exist ing order produced such solut ions for some at the 
expense of others ,  combined with the transformat ion 
of those workers i nto mass consumers, to result  i n  a 
process of de-concentrat ion .  This wou ld  become the 
basis of "wh ite fl ight" ,  " u rban decay" ,  and eventual ly 

" u rban renewal " .  The more pronounced and extensive 
the development of the suburb proper, the more the 
d ismant l ing of the industrial c ity imp l ied its fal l i ng  into a 
state of ru i n ,  and not necessari ly its transformat ion i nto 
a " rejuvenated" sprawl city. 1 3 Where the format ion of 
the suburb was less pronounced or even largely absent, 
the o lder  c i t ies were often nonethe less re-shaped 
accord ing to the forces of th is ex-u rban ism.  There was 
also an emergence of whol ly new cities, which from their 
inception were suburban in  design. 

It was never for the working class alone that hous ing 
and the geography of social re lat ions were a prob lem.  
Large concentrat ions of  peop le from al l  social c lasses 
meant large concentrat ions of poverty, of garbage and 
sh it , and of d iscontent. Water and air po l l ut ion from 
factories and homes, garbage, and poor hous ing put 
up s imply i n  order to provide the m in imum of shelter, 
meant i l l ness and d isease. Current condit ions in Mexico 
City, Lagos, Shanghai ,  Hyderabad , and Sao Paolo d iffer 
in scale from the 1 9th centu ry condit ions of the Eng­
l ish worki ng class in  Manchester or  Leeds, or  the 20th 
century worker l iv ing in  Chicago, but except for a h igh ly 
developed consumer society wh ich has increased the 
power and pressure of money over the work ing class 
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c ity' or 'f i nanc ia l  me­

tropo l i s '  d i fferent iate 

between the k i nds  of 

c i t ies  that predom i ­

nated under  urban­

i sm - say, between 

Detro i t  and New 

York - it i s  d i ffi c u l t 

to conceptua l i se the 

new k i nd  of c ity a long 

product ion l i nes .  

Post- i ndustr ia l  seems 

a cop-out ,  much  l i ke 

'post-modern i sm '  

or  post-anyth i ng .  

O the r  opt ions l i ke 

the 'cybernet ic '  o r  

' b i o- i nformatic '  c ity 

seem odd. I t  i s  an en­

v i ronment so who l ly  

g iven to the tota l i ty 

of cap i ta l ,  so much a 

smooth su rface en­

capsu lat i ng  the ent i re 

cycle of M-C-M' ,  I 

t h i n k  it necessary to 

a lternate between 

' subu rban c i ty' .  as 

an i n d i cator of its 

sub -u rban status ,  and 

' sprawl c ity '  to iden­

t i fy i ts mate r ia l  and 

organ isat iona l  fee l .  

Such term ino log ica l  

d i ffi cu l t ies  are i n d ica­

tors of a genu i ne  

conceptua l  knot that 
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g lobal ly, many of these condit ions would be fam i l iar to 
those workers. 

needs to be revi s ited 

and wrest led w i th .  

CASE STU DY: THE U N ITED STATES AND S U B U R B I A  P R O P E R  

The problems of  environmental p lann ing  created a new 
fie ld of act ivity for the management of c lass power. As 
ear ly as the  1 830s in Eng land ,  m idd le  c lass socia l  
reformers and utopians attempted to find a way to deal 
with "the hous ing prob lem" ,  with both sides genera l ly 
propos ing a combinat ion of ind iv idual ownersh ip  and 
state i ntervent ion i nto workers' hous ing .  This prob lem 
reflected fundamental d i lemmas of capital ism : capital­
ists i n  the bu i ld ing industry needed demand to exceed 
supply ;  capital wou ld  flow towards the more profitab le 
b u i l d i n g  projects ; g round  rent - wh ich p l ays a key 
ro l e  i n  determ i n i ng  hous i ng  costs a longs ide of the 
actual costs of construct ion ,  maintenance and interest 
on m o rtgages - was too h i g h  in c i t ies ,  because of 
industr ia l and commercial development. 

Engels mocked those who proposed such solut ions 
i n  h is  1 872  art ic les on  "The Housing Quest ion" .  He 
a lso warned that ,  were such panaceas to succeed,  
they wou ld result i n  the de-pro letar ian isat ion of the 
worki ng  c lass, and that widespread homeownersh ip  
was i ncompatib le  w i th  - and wou ld  be a reactionary 
development in relat ion to - the working c lass as a rev­
o lut ionary class. Anticipat ing the current state of affai rs 
by more than a century, he suggested that it wou ld  
render workers immobi le and put  them deeply into debt, 
and therefore at the mercy of capital ists. Against the 
claims of Proudhon and some of his German fol lowers, 
Engels argued that far from provid ing security and a 
c iv i l is ing effect, i nd iv idual home ownersh ip  wou ld tu rn 
workers back i nto peasants, c lutch ing the i r  l itt le  piece 
of land and - whatever their m isery - ult imately narrow, 
provincia l ,  and fixated on the security of the i r  property. 
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Far from represent ing a solut ion,  at the t ime wide-scale 
home ownersh ip  by workers seemed utterly impossi­
b le .  None but the h ighest paid workers had access to 
the money or credit necessary to secure a mortgage,  
although even in  the 1 887 ed i t ion of Engels 's art ic les 
there was al ready a note on the purchase of homes by 
workers in Kansas, on the outskirts or in the suburbs. 
Bu i lt by themselves, of extremely poor qual ity, with l itt le 
in  the way of modern conven iences l i ke sewage and 
pub l ic  garbage removal ,  some workers st i l l  purchased 
these l itt le dwel l i ngs at $600 each .  

The real breakthrough i n  hous ing construct ion was the 
" ba l loon frame" house. This could be bu i lt from p re­
cut wood,  with relatively l itt le effort , t ime and therefore 
cost - especially compared to the older brick and stone 
bu i ld ings. It thus made possible the mass-production of 
houses at prices that many workers could afford, if they 
cou ld manage the land or the ground rent, and if they 
cou ld get a mortgage that they could pay off. 

Land prices make up a large part of the cost of a house, 
so houses for workers had to be bu i lt on cheap land, 
on the edges of, or  outside, cit ies, but the l im itat ions of 
exist ing means of transport posed a crit ical barrier to 
use of that land.  Train  t ravel over short d istances, and 
even horse-d rawn omn ibuses, were st i l l  too expensive 
for most workers and the lower m idd le  classes, and 
no other means of transport made it feas ib le to work 
1 0- 1 4 hours a day and st i l l  get to and from work without 
l iv ing with i n  walk ing d istance, even if walk ing d istance 
was often several m i les .  Even reformers compla ined 
that long walks to and from work contr ibuted to work­
ers' exhaustion and reduced productivity. However, the 
widespread i ntroduction of mass transit i n  the form of 
the tro l ley or tram would come just a few short years 
after Enge ls's death ,  underm i n i ng  the force of th is  
argument. 1 4 
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14 It is i m portant to note 

that in the 19th and 

most of the 20th cen­

tu ry, s ubu rban isat ion  

i n  cont i nental Eu rope 
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that the 2005 French 
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most ly i nvolved North 
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us ,  the r iot i s  a lmost 
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as events i n  Ferg u­

son ,  MO have shown ,  

t h i s  i s  not exc l us i ve ly  

the case. [See ' M i ke 

Brown's Body' ,  in th i s  

i ssue ,  fo r  an ana lys is  

of the latter.] 
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Before the automobi le ,  the e lectric tro l ley made pos- 15 Bradford Sne l l ,  'The 

sible a spread ing-out over a much larger area of land. 
Through state subsidies in  Europe - where ownersh ip  
of a t ro l l ey o r  cab le  car  l i ne  i nvolved lega l  p roh ib i ­
t ions on real estate speculat ion - and  privately i n  the 
U n ited States, where the owners of such systems 
were a lmost a l l  land specu lators, mass transit came 
i nto existence, g reatly extend ing the d istance workers 
could l ive from the i r  homes. The much cheaper land on 
the edges of ,  or  outs ide ,  c i t ies thus suddenly became 
accessib le to a larger part of the working  class. Los 
Angeles - today known for its vast car-driven sprawl 
and expressways - was or ig ina l ly deve loped as a low­
density, de-centreed city based on the tro l ley system, 
and was un l i ke anyth ing imagined i n  Europe or east of 
the M ississ ipp i .  By the ear ly 1 900s,  Los Angeles had 
the largest mass transit system in  the world ,  put into 
place as a way to turn a profit on land bought cheaply 
by large real estate specu lators. Los Angeles was the 
product of land specu lat ion m ixed with the new system 
of mass transit and bal loon frame housing,  and became 
the fi rst u rban suburb, even before the automobi le could 
have a s ign ificant impact on publ ic transportat ion .  

I n  the Un ited States, the tro l l ey systems usual ly  ran 
at a loss, and owners hoped to profit heavi ly from the 
land speculat ion and hous ing deve lopment that they 
faci l itated.  By the 1 920s, however, the t ro l ley was i n  
compet it ion w i th  the  no is ier, l ess  effic ient ,  po l l u t i ng  
bus - and ,  to an i ncreas ing extent, the car. A coal i t ion 
of companies, including automobi le ,  trucking ,  steel ,  rub­
ber, and others, lead by the president of General Motors, 
systematical ly bought up and destroyed the tro l ley mass 
transit systems in dozens of cit ies, i nc lud ing New York. 
Th is process of systematic acqu is it ion and destruction 
cont inued into the 1 940s. The destruct ion of Los Ange­
les' mass transit system by General Motors is on ly the 
most wel l -known inc ident at the end of a long process 
that had begun  a lmost 20 years earl ier. 1 5  
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As the tro l ley systems were being destroyed bit by bit ,  16 Dav id  H. On kst, "F i rst 

however, mass transit i n  the form of buses cont inued to 
predominate in  the 1 930s. The vast majority of Ameri­
can workers used e ither their feet or  mass transit to 
get to work, to shop, to vis it their fr iends, and to oth­
erwise conduct their l ives. Even so, home ownersh ip  
was an i ncreas ing ly common feature of  working  class 
l ife i n  the Un ited States, especial ly among the ch i ld ren 
of imm ig rant workers - now cons ider ing themselves 
wh ite American - who were more l i kely to buy homes 
than were those who had preceded them by several 

a Negro . . .  I nc i den­

ta l ly  a Veteran' :  B lack  

Wor l d  War  Two Vet-

erans and the G . I .  B i l l  

i n  t h e  D e e p  South ,  

1 944-1948', Journal 

of Social History, vol .  

3 1 ,  no .  3 ,  sp r i ng  1998, 

pp . 517-44. 

generations. They were also more able to get cred it and 17 Franc is  D u pont ,  

buy homes than were b lack workers, who were either 
trapped i n  the sharecropper/tenant farmer contracts 
of the Southern rural areas, or relegated to the lower 
strata of the working class in  the Northern cit ies after 
the fi rst G reat M ig rat ion from WWI onwards. 1 6 

Expansion fu rther outside of the cit ies requ i red two key 
elements. The fi rst prerequ is ite was even more ind iv idu­
al ised transportat ion ,  a l lowing travel to anywhere that 
roads went, instead of being c i rcumscribed by bus and 
tro l ley l i nes. Th is meant the bu i ld ing of a large motor 
veh icle road system outside of the cit ies, i n  areas where 
the money for such vast projects was scarce. This pro­
cess began i n  the 1 930s, but real ly expanded i n  the 
1 950s with the federal Interstate H i ghway Program 
under Eisenhower, d i rected by a former General Motors 
executive. 1 7 Supported also in the name of " national  
defence" ,  th is was i n  fact a t h i n ly d isgu ised way to 
increase the dominance of the car as the primary means 
of transport .  This programme received 90% of its fund­
ing from the federal budget and 1 0% from the states ; 
approximately 50% came from federal ,  state and local 
fuel taxes, veh ic le taxes, and tol ls, the rest from other 
federal taxes. It was an i nvestment, over 35 years (the 
formal complet ion of the programme came as late as 
1 992 ,  with the complet ion of I nterstate H ighway 1-70), 
to the tune of $425  b i l l i on . 1 8  Th is makes it one of the 
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Federal H i ghway 
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2004. 

1 8  F i gu re adj usted for 

2006 do l lars .  These 

sums inc lude ma i nte­

nance costs for b r idg­

es  and other  i tems on  
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the h i g hways them­

se lves .  A l  Neuharth ,  
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i s  our Sixth Freedom. '  

USA Today, 22 J u n e  

2006. F o r  total 
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largest pub l ic  works programmes in human h istory. On 
top of th is  or ig i nal p lan ,  i nterstate h ig hways have of 
cou rse cont inued to be constructed.  I n  2007, fund ing 
appropriated for the total I nterstate H ighway System 
budget total led $ 1 4 7 b i l l i on .  

The other key element was a transformation of  the home 
loan and bu i ld ing industries. Mortgages were a prob­
lem because they tended to be short term - at most 
1 5 years - with a large down payment, a large l ump 
sum due a t  the end ,  and  fai rly h igh  i nterest rates. I n  
response to  t he  depress ion ,  t he  Roosevelt admin istra­
t ion created agencies and passed b i l l s  that completely 
restructu red the mortgage industry. Focus ing on low 
i nterest, long-term loans and federal guaranteeing of 
many mortgages, the mortgage industry was rad ical ly 
restructured. Even though federal hous ing loans d id  
not  force private lenders to adopt the i r  ru les, federal 
loan gu ide l ines and guarantees against losses due to 
foreclosure promoted a restructur ing of practices, and 
fac i l itated a vast extension of private lend ing .  

The Federal Home Loan agency - and fo l lowing i t ,  the 
so-cal led G I  Hous ing B i l l  imp lemented dur ing and after 
ww1 1 - defined the g u ide l i nes for underwrit i ng  mort­
gages in the official Underwriters Manual .  This identified 
areas where lend ing was most l i kely to succeed or fai l  
by defin ing fou r  d ifferent zones, marked by colour ;  thus 
was created the pract ice of " red l i n i ng " .  Red- l i ne  d is­

tr icts were those where mortgages, and the federal 
insur ing of mortgages, were more or less automatical ly 
den ied.  The main cr iter ion was race. Areas that were 
non-wh ite or "m ixed" were automatical ly red l ined,  so 
that neither the federal government, nor u l t imately pr i­
vate lenders ,  would lend to " b lack" people tryi ng  to 
secure a mortgage. Despite the GI B i l l  and Federal 
Home Loan agency account ing for over 50% of sub­
u rban hous ing construct ion mortgages from 1 945 to 
1 960 ,  less than 1 % of those loans went to prospective 
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black homeowners . 1 9 This also reinforced the devalua- 19 T im Wise ,  ' B i l l  of 

t ion of housing in predominantly black or mixed areas, so 
that many wh ites, able to secure a home loan , fled to the 
suburbs in  a steady flow after 1 945. The Underwriters 
Manual also gave preference to - and in  many cases 
actua l ly  requ i red - rac ia l ly-restrictive hous ing cove­
nants that would prevent black people from purchasing 
homes with in  a federal ly insured housing development. 

The Underwriters Manual also made it d ifficu l t  to get 
an insured loan for al ready-bu i l t  hous ing ,  and certain 
construct ion  g u ide l i nes - such as requ i r i ng a cer­
ta in amount of d istance between the house and the 
street - forced people to move to newly constructed 
hous ing i n  the suburbs instead of pu rchas ing i n  the 
c i t ies .  Th is  provided a huge boost to home bu i l ders 
by forc ing prospective homeowners to pu rchase new 
bu i ld ings instead of exist ing hous ing stock. 

The federal home loan and GI Bi l l  hous ing programmes, 
combined with the eventual h ighway construct ion pro­
g ramme of the 1 950s ,  i nvolved b i l l ions of do l lars of 
federal subsid isat ion of hous ing for wh ites of a l l  c lass­
es, inc lud ing a bevy of homeowner tax credits, so that 
it was often cheaper to buy in the suburbs, inc lud ing 
pu rchas ing one or  two cars, than to rent  equ ivalent 
housing in  the city. 

The construction industry - original ly dominated by small 
to med ium sized bu i lders, who could only come up  with 
enough capital to take on projects of a few houses at a 
t ime - was also transformed by federal underwrit ing of 
res ident ia l and commercial developments, and rat ion­
al isat ion of the mortgage system. Wh i le  there were a 
few large res idential construction companies, they were 
exact ly that :  few. Bu i lders general ly needed to have as­
su rances that they could bu i ld  with as l itt le risk as pos­
s ib le from foreclosures and economic downturns. With 
each depression between 1 877  and 1 929 ,  thousands 
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of contract bu i lders went under, unable to su rvive the 20 Su preme Court r u l i n g  

bankruptcy of more than a handful of mortgage ho lders. i n  Shelley vs .  Kraemer, 

The federal loan programmes and agencies, and the i r  1 948. 

de facto restructur ing of the mortgage lend ing i ndus-
try, provided the stab i l ity and insurance against losses 21 Levittowns :  large 

that made it poss ib le for larger  construct ion f irms and post-war s ubu r-

developers to bu i ld  hous ing for workers on a scale that ban deve lopments 

was un imag inable only 20 years earl ier. p ioneer i ng  the new 

model ,  c reated by the 

The re lat ive power of wh ite labou r  to secure h ighe r  real estate deve loper  

wages and to move freely a l lowed many workers to pur- Wi l l iam Levitt 's com-

chase homes under the new terms of 30 year, i nsured, pany. I n  1948 Levitt 

low interest mortgages. And, g iven the chron ic weak- dec lared :  'No man 

ness of the us labour movement, laws could be written who owns his own 

to: 1 )  openly excl ude black people,  v ia red l i n i ng ,  wh ich house and lot can be 

meant that 990/o of federal ly guaranteed and subsid ised a Commun ist .  H e  has 

mortgages between 1 935 and the early 1 960s went too much to do. '  

to wh ites on ly ;  2) m i n im ise i nvestment i n  renovat ing 
exist ing hous ing ,  because loans were a lmost ent i rely 
reserved for new homes ; 3) re-d i rect i nvestment away 
from cit ies, because most space for new s ing le-fam i ly 
residence hous ing was i n  the suburbs;  4) stop c it ies 
from g rowing by annexing immed iate ly adjo in ing sub-
u rbs, s ince suburban res idents and authorit ies wanted 
to keep taxes low, avo id ing the cost of common mun ici-
pal social services, wh ich subu rbanites could i n  any 
case st i l l  access s imply by travel i ng  i nto the c ity. 

Even though a 1 94 8  Supreme Court ru l i ng  formal ly 
out lawed racia l ly restrictive covenants i n  housing,  the 
pract ice has cont inued de facto to the present. 20 The 
structure of the economica l ly  homogeneous subd iv i­
s ion - where developers bu i ld a whole set of houses 
aimed at a s ing le income bracket - cont inues to domi­
nate subu rban hous ing deve lopment,  and typical ly 
remains racial ly un iform. Few projects have been on the 
scale of the or ig i nal Levittowns, but the basic standard 
for subd iv is ion - rather  than i nd iv idua l  lot - develop­
ment, guarantees that un iform ity. 2 1  
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This k ind of development has not remained purely i n  
the suburbs or  i n  newly develop ing areas. The open ing 
up of areas outside c i t ies for  hous ing would have been 
insufficient in  itself to sh ift the t ide of development from 
u rban to suburban. For this to happen, the rest of the 
c ity also had to move to the subu rban and semi-ru ral 
areas. The city had so far been the location of both work 
and consumption. Factory and office, department store 
and mu lt itude of smal l  retai lers, would all res ide with in  
the city, with in  ne ighbourhoods or  c ity centres. But the  
same changes in transportat ion that al lowed residential 
movement to the subu rbs also opened the poss ib i l ity of 
moving industry and offices out of the cit ies. 

The personal car came hand in hand with the develop­
ment of the trucking industry. Trucking gave the same 
flex ib i l ity i n  space to industry that the automobi le  gave 
to ind iv iduals and fam i l ies. By the 1 930s, the rai l roads 
were in  steep decl ine ,  as trucking became the main 
means of transport for  materials and commod it ies over 
land. Rai l roads remain the predominant long-d istance, 
point-to-point method of land transport because under 
those condit ions it is cheaper than trucking .  However, 
the fu rther one needs to move away from central cit­
ies and train l i nes,  the more cost effective trucki ng 
becomes. This dynamic led to the eventual dominance 
of trucking for transport i n  the Un ited States. 

Soon after WWI I ,  companies began to m ig rate industry 
and offices out of the cit ies and into the suburbs, and 
eventua l ly  i nto the " g reenfie lds"  - sem i - ru ra l  areas 
t hat are often  in a state of  deve l o p ment  between 
ru ral and subu rban.  From a lmost every angle ,  m ov­
i ng  i ndust ry out  of the  c i t i es  benef ited bus i nesses.  
Subu rbs,  hav ing less i nfrastructu re to mainta in  and 
be ing on less developed land ,  offered low ground rents, 
and general ly lower taxes. Prior to the "tax revolt" that 
began in the late 1 970s, th is movement a l lowed many 
suburbs to maintain lower res ident ia l  and homeowner 
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taxes t h ro ug h  taxat ion  lev ied on  bus i nesses ,  who  
st i l l  managed to  pay less than in  cit ies. A t  t he  same 
t ime, bus inesses thereby avoided confl icts with u rban 
pol it ical mach ines, which had to maintain relative class 
peace in a much less homogenous environment than 
the suburbs. This mutual ly benefic ia l  tax arrangement 
wou ld  eventual ly crumb le  i n  the 1 960s and 70s as 
companies either moved further away from the cit ies, 
seeking better deals in  newer suburbs and greenfie lds, 
or  left the country. 

Companies responded as much as the state to the 
huge class confl icts between 1 9 1 9  and the end of  WWI I .  
Workplaces moved i nto the suburbs and g reenfie lds 

i n  order to escape the concentrated mass of workers 
that proved so intractable in  the fi rst half of the 20th 
centu ry. Dense concentrat ions of workers, their fam i ­
l ies and  fr iends in  general ly rented housing,  meant that 
th ick networks of relat ionships could exist, and often 
near workplaces. Cit ies did not general ly have land use 
regu lations creating sharp divisions between residential , 
commercia l ,  and retai l  areas. Many smal l  businesses 
dependent on the workers with in walk ing d istance had 
close re lat ionsh ips with them. This tended to generate 
sympathy, and in t imes of stri kes and lockouts workers 
could often depend on a certain degree of support from 
such businesses, where they bought their g roceries and 
everyday goods. Such networks could prove a serious 
problem for capital .  

Subu rban des ign i ntroduced r ig id  d ist i nct ions of 
resident ia l ,  commercial and retai l  space. Zon ing laws 
separated these in a way that they never had been 
i n  c it ies.  Workers came to l ive apart from not on ly 
the i r  workplaces, but a lso the businesses they bought 
consumer goods from .  I n  post-WWI I  suburbs,  u rban 
planners and developers produced designs involv ing 
new arrangements such as the purely residential cu l  de 
sac opening onto a fou r  to e ight lane feeder road . Not 
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only was there real ly no way to walk to the workplace 
or shops, but walk ing itself was actual ly d iscouraged 
by a des ign that made it h ugely i neffic ient and even 
physical ly dangerous. Here physical design was also 
i n  part social eng ineering .  Pol ice harassment of those 
walk ing in  subu rbs would further reinforce the separa­
t ions - focusing in on those lacking apparent pu rpose, 
o r  possess ing an appearance atypical for a part icu lar 
subd iv is ion .  

S u b u rb ia  changed the  poss ib i l i t ies for the  ent ry of 
chain stores into the space previously dominated by 

"mom and pop" ne ighbourhood stores. I n  the suburban 
setti ng ,  sma l l  reta i le rs cou ld  n ot be s i tuated w it h i n  
walk ing d i stance of consumers, because they cou ld 
not be set i n  res ident ia l  areas. At the same t ime,  many 
people also wanted access to the downtown shopping 
exper ience str ipped of the unp leasantness of beggars, 
home less people ,  and other "undes i rab le e lements" .  
Enter the  two most common ly recogn ised symbo ls  
of  suburbanisat ion : str ip ma l ls  and shopp ing ma l ls ,  to  
wh ich  have been added "b ig box" stores l i ke Walmart , 
wh i ch  fo l l ow the  same bas ic  " o ne-stop-s h o p p i n g "  
des ign a s  t h e  trad it ional  mal l .  Whi le  t h i s  took some 
t ime to deve lop - real ly  on ly beg inn i ng  i n  the m id  to 
late 1 950s  - both the  shopp ing  mal l  and the  str ip 
mal l  took off  i n  the  1 960s  and 70s,  recreat i ng  the 
downtown shopp ing opt ions ,  but  wit h i n  a far  mo re 
contro l led environment. 

Comm u n it ies began to fragment as large concentra­
t ions of workers in p roxim ity with each other across 
mu lt ip le workplaces were broken up. As both waged 
workers and i ndustry left ,  what remained in cities were 
popu lat ions pushed further  and fu rther  to the social 
and spat ia l  marg ins ,  with col lapsing i ncomes and thus 
col lapsing i nfrastructures and social services. Here we 
have the successor to the pre-WWI I  g hetto. The latter 
was, to be sure,  a place of col lective isolat ion ,  but it 
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was also one rarely outside of capital ist reproduct ion 
in  one form or  another, due to the expand ing need for 
labour i n  the per iod from the 1 9th to the ear ly 20th 
century. But what came now was a new kind of ghetto, 
increas ing ly cut off from more than marg inal access to 
waged labour, and also the object of increasing homog­
en isat ion and atom isat ion .  I n  the U n ited States th is  
d islocat ion ,  de-popu lat ion ,  and ghetto isat ion f i nds its 
h ighest expression in  the former centres of industr ial 
production and worki ng class m i l itancy :  Detroit , Ba l ­
t imore ,  Cleve land,  Akron ,  Buffa lo ,  Newark, St .  Lou is ,  
Pittsburgh ,  and so on .  I n  terms of d iv is ion with in  the 
working class, it is most clearly expressed in  the d ispar­
ity in  med ian wealth per household between b lack and 
wh ite fam i l ies, which has tr ipled i n  the last 25  years . 
Median wh ite household wealth is $265 ,000 compared 
to $28,500 for b lack households, most of which is t ied 
to home ownersh ip . 22 

Even focusing purely on the support g iven to d ifferent 
types of hous ing ,  the d ivergences are stark. Pub l ic  pro­
grammes, or ig ina l ly put i nto p lace du ring World War I I  
to meet housing demand for war workers, were essen­
t ia l ly  the on ly subsid ised hous ing non-wh ite workers 
could get, wh i le they were completely excluded from 
federal - and therefore largely from p rivate - mort­
gage loans. Cit ies and states worked with the federal 
government to "c lear s lums"  - often referred to as 

"negro removal "  - putt ing workers i nto pub l ic  hous ing 
located in  relatively isolated areas of the c ity, often far 
from downtown and from the best paid i ndustrial work. 
Based on the standardisat ion of neighbou rhoods, real 
estate agencies and developers could profit vast ly by 
engag ing in "b lock bust ing " :  support ing the move of 
one or  two black fam i l ies i nto a ne ighbourhood ,  to 

then scare wh ite fami l i es with the associated prospect 
of decl i ne  in the i r  property val ues - underwritten as 
certain ly as a federal loan by the federal government's 
mortgage lend ing po l ic ies - and eventual ly a l lowing 
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them to cash i n ,  as wh ite fam i l ies sold cheap and black 23 See, among others ,  

fam i l ies bought dear. I n  the longer term, this a l lowed 
them to also devalor ise the land and bu i l d i ngs  in a 
ne ighbourhood for eventual redevelopment ,  complete 
with government subsid ies for s lum clearance. S ince 
the 1 980s the format ion of development zones, and 
the ensu ing tax breaks to developers, have a l lowed 
the suburbanised gentr if icat ion of large sect ions of 
central cit ies. 23 

New housing i ncreas ing ly tends towards the s ing le fam­
i ly residence, as  pub l ic  housing projects, long suffer ing 
from systemat ic neglect, are torn down. Where mu lt i ­
un it dwe l l i ngs go up,  they are frequently for  the wel l -off. 
The poorest popu lat ions are d riven out of the c ity cen­
tres in a less overt but no less systematic work of "negro 
remova l " ,  t hough  th is  is i ncreas ing ly a lso extended 
to the poorest wh ites and lat inos .  Recent examples 
inc lude the gentrif icat ion of lower Har lem i n  New York 
City, and the tearing down of Cabrin i  G reen and other 
projects near Chicago's downtown, to be systematical ly 
replaced with s ing le fam i ly res idences, duplex condo­
m in i ums, and luxury residential skyscrapers. 

Spatia l  deconcentrat ion goes hand- in-hand with the 
post-WWI I  expansion of consumpt ion for  a large part of  
the working class ; the i ntroduction of the mach inery of 
one-way commun icat ion from capital and the state to 
the populat ion ;  the mechanisation of household labour ;  
the ind iv idual isat ion of  means of t ransport over  large 
d i stances via the automob i le .  Marg ina l  c i t ies ,  lack­
ing the developed i nfrastructu res and social services 
requ i red both for industry and to accommodate a self­
sustain ing and often opposit ional working class culture, 
with its own i nstitut ions and self- identity, are the fal low 
fie lds upon which the suburb city is constructed . Here 
we have the creat ion ,  in what appears as a k ind of "a l l  
at once" rush, of the rad io  and TV audience, the model  
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housewife, the comm uter, and the suburban home- 24 Sparrows Po int  steel 

owner. The suburb proper, hav ing no autonomy of its 
own, derives its model from the city. J ust as the pre­
WWI I  suburb was a m in i -city, so the post-WWI I  suburb 
is a m in iatu re Los Angeles. 

There is  a lso the loss - or  fai l u re to keep up the 
repai r - of publ ic amen it ies, from s idewalks to pub l ic  
parks, inc lud ing both programmes and fac i l it ies. I n  the 
case of g lobal metropoles l i ke New York, or  in  cit ies 
such as Ch icago which have s im i lar status,  the care 
of pub l ic  fac i l it ies is part ia l ly or  even whol ly privat ised, 
mean ing that the majority of resou rces go to the fac i l i ­
t ies that most immed iately serve local e l ites. I n  other 
cases, such fac i l it ies are annexed by gated or otherwise 
restricted commun it ies, and thus effect ively privatised 
insofar as they become inaccessib le to non-residents 
of those subd iv is ions. In p laces such as Detroit and 
Balt imore,  the d ismemberment of the c ity takes place 
on such a scale that it is often cheaper to abandon 
hous ing than to attempt to sel l i t .  Thus whole areas are 
in  a sense reclaimed by nature,  as weeds, g rass and 
trees g row up and over the rust ing cars, the crumb l ing 
bu i ld ings and empty lots strewn wi th  garbage. 

I n  the former i ndustr ia l cit ies we of cou rse also find 
i ndustrial ru i ns :  abandoned factories and steel m i l l s ;  
areas where the  land  has  been rendered unusable by 
years of industrial waste ; large production fac i l it ies and 
warehouses wh ich may or  may not become the "art­
i sts' lofts" of some l ucky developer. Fac i l i t ies wh ich 
employed hundreds, thousands or even tens of thou­
sands l ie dormant, with l itt le prospect of being put back 
into profitable use, even if from a techn ical point of view 
they remain completely funct ional . 24 As much as the 
transformation of hous ing ,  retai l ,  and pub l ic space, the 
change in  the space of production marks a s ign ificant 
departure from the past. 
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Through these developments, the city ceases to have many 2s R ick  Hepp ,  ' Po l i ce 

of the distinctive featu res which once demarcated it from 
the suburban and rural worlds. Relent less privat isat ion 
and pol ic ies of separat ion and demarcat ion undermine 
what remain ing publ ic space might be contested. Parks 
are replaced with fee-charg ing p laces l i ke "D iscovery 
Zone" or "Chuck E. Cheese's" .  What is a l lowed in publ ic 
spaces is curta i led,  "zoned" for certain activ it ies whi le 
others are ru led out .  S idewal k  space i n  "commercial 
areas" is restricted , as for example in  Chicago where no 
more than three people at a time are al lowed to gather 
in  certain d istr icts, i n  the name of stopping lo iter ing by 
gangs - a law which of cou rse is  on ly systematical ly 
appl ied to youth, and especial ly of colour, as opposed 
to groups of drunken ,  but spend ing ,  yuppies. 25 

Wh i le ,  i n  the us, the state p layed a central ro le 1 n  
imp lement ing housing pol ic ies that favoured a racial ly 
segregated suburbanisat ion ,  g lobal ly it was increas­
ing ly the provider of services that were not profitable 
for private enterprises, but which were necessary to 
mo l l ify popu lat ions that had been i n  near-constant 
upheaval before WWI I .  The state was often forced into 
part ial ly rat ional is ing unequal social re lat ions in the face 
of movements making demands for the extens ion of 
cit izensh ip and the use of law to remedy de jure and 
de facto i nequa l ity. State programmes for nat iona l is­
i ng  healthcare, educat ion ,  and pub l ic  hous ing were 
the result .  

The struggles of the labour movement which had engen­
dered the part ial incorporat ion of labour into cit izensh ip 
were fo l lowed by the increas ing demand for equal isa­
t ion i n  other areas of l ife, which themselves took the 
forms of strugg les with i n  the labour movement and 
its organisat ions. This often lead to a fragmentat ion 
of worki ng c lass cu l tu re a long l i nes of race, gender, 
sexual i ty, reg isteri ng  fau lt l i nes wh ich had been sup­
pressed by a pol it ics of worki ng class ident ity. 
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However, as these struggles receded, the i r  demands 2&401 (k) p lans :  an 

were part ia l ly i ncorporated. It became i ncreas ing ly nec­
essary for women to join the workforce fu l l  t ime i n  order 
to sustain household income levels. Meanwhi le ,  non­
wage benefits were i ncreas ing ly privatised - which is 
to say, commod ified - in the sh ift from social secu rity 
and pensions to 401  (k) ret i rement plans26 ; the replace­
ment of d i rect wages with employee stock options ;  in 
increas ing wage deduct ions for med ical benefits ;  grow­
ing dependence on home ownersh ip-based equ ity for 
loans and to maintain a certa in credit rat ing .  This last 
aspect has advanced to the point where many employ­
ers now check a potent ia l  emp loyee's credit rat ing 
before h i ring them - someth ing  wh ich systematical ly, 
if un i ntentional ly, d iscriminates against m inorit ies, g iven 
the i r  widespread excl us ion from homeownersh ip .  

As t he  cr is is  of u rban i sm  has p rog resse d ,  so  too 
has the privat isat ion of  spaces and services, as the 
social isat ion of the fu lfi lment of needs once cod ified 
and executed through the extension of the powers of 
the state - or as Gaspar Tamas has described it, "the 
En l i ghtenment tendency to ass im i late cit izensh ip  to 
the human condit ion " - is systematical ly ro l l ed back. 
Homogen isat ion and privat isat ion - always part and 
parcel of capi ta l 's logic - have taken on a h itherto 
unprecedented scope i n  the face of the transforma­
t ions looked at above. This cannot be separated from 
the s imu ltaneously increas ing material inequal ity and 
absolute material impoverishment  both i n  the devel­
oped countries and in  those places pushed outside the 
g lobal c i rcu its of legal  accumu lat ion.  These tendencies 
represent a cons istent u nde rm i n i n g  of any ki n d  of 
progressive un iversal ity of the k ind that was central to 
the notion of social ism in  the workers' movement of the 
1 9th and early 20th centu ry. 

If the ru ined city is the fi rst, negative product of the 
cr is is of urban ism, th is ru in has its photo negative in  the 
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suburban or sprawl city. The transformation of the urban 
world i nto sprawl cit ies had two d ist inct moments: on  
the one hand the creat ion of new c i t ies  a long l i nes 
laid out by Los Angeles and the post-WWI I  suburb,  and 
the transformat ion of some former industr ial c i t ies i nto 
sprawl or suburban cit ies ; on the other the mere hol low­
ing out of cit ies that cou ld not be profitably transformed. 

The typical sprawl city escaped the fate of the industrial 
city precisely because it was marg inal ,  i n  a less industri­
al ly developed reg ion ,  and so did not present the same 
inst itut ional ised, structural resistance to the rat ional i sa­
tion of capitalist accumu lation and u rban ism.  A lack of 
col lective working class ident ity entai led a lack of oppo­
sit ion to the new technolog ies and labour processes. 
Provi nc ia l ism and isolat ion thus proved assets. They 
were also someth ing  promoted by the new methods 
of de-concentrat ion - indeed, the i r  very rat ional ity. For 
cap ital 's part it was often s imply easier to start again 
somewhere else than to try reform ing the industr ial city. 

Th is goes a s ign if icant way to expla i n i ng  why u rban 
popu lat ion decl ine in  the Un ited States - but also in 
many other countr ies ; Ch ina  comes to m i nd - has 
occurred largely in  former industrial c i t ies ,  whi le growth 
is  a lmost ent i re ly conf ined to subu rb c it ies .  I ndustry 
in these places is often very h igh  tech , ut i l i s ing smal l  
amounts of unsk i l led labour general ly at very low wages, 
whi le what labour  is  employed i ntensively - such as in 
the many forms of eng ineer ing - is h igh ly sk i l led and 
amounts to few jobs. Much of the workforce provides 
services to the core of h igh ly paid ,  h ighly ski l led work­
ers and managers. What sprawl cities have in common 
with the mor ibund industrial city and the suburb is a lack 
of col lectivity. L ike them, these are p laces of atom ised 
ind iv iduals ,  moving from work to home to the shops. 

How then shou ld we i nterpret the sh ift of some of the 
popu lat ion back to the inner areas of New York City, 
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London or Tokyo? What about the apparent prospering 
of some older cit ies l i ke San Francisco and Ch icago, 
which have in  some ways resembled industrial cit ies? 
Here we need to make some d ist inct ions about the 
development of cit ies g lobal ly, even if we r isk making 
overgeneral isat ions. New York, Tokyo and London have 
always been g reat f inancial-cosmopol itan centres of 
capital . Th rough them flow the vast r ivers of money­
capital , and it is  thus no accident that these p laces 
are strongly ident if ied with their exchanges or f inancial 
d istricts, whether Wal l  Street, the N i kkei or the City. 
As such, they have also tended to be centres of h igh 
bourgeois cu l ture .  Th is  is  utterly un l i ke the industr ial 
cit ies, which were if anyth ing  an imated cu l tura l ly by 
the worki ng  c lass, s i nce the u pper c lasses i n  these 
places, and the pol i t ical class i n  part icu lar, were not 
on ly often at odds, but qu ite ignorant and immersed 
i n  realpolitik rather than any kind of deep cu l tural l ife. 
The cosmopol itan centres too may u lt imately be trans­
formed further by the i r  central role in  the circulat ion of 
capital - hol lowed out as bourgeois society becomes 
ever more seni le - but they also general ly do not cease 
to be g lobal poles of attraction ,  and as p laces seem­
ing ly made ent i rely of money they provide g round for 
a l l  manner of adventu res and ideas.  

Cit ies l i ke Chicago and San Francisco real ly throw into 
re l ief the combined and uneven character of capital­
ist development. Ch icago was certain ly part industrial 
c ity, but it has also long been a f inancia l  centre. As 
such,  its course and its condit ion reflect this d ual i ty. 
San Francisco is not atypical of coastal cities that were 
major places for sh ipp ing and trade. I nsofar as sh ipping 
remains a vastly important part of the g lobal economy, 
port cit ies can somet imes retain some degree of cen­
tral ity, or preserve stature whi le sh ift ing to other focuses. 
But with container isat ion ,  of course, many such p laces 
have died a death ,  as business is transferred to a deep­
water dock e lsewhere. Although San Francisco's own 
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role as a port city decl i ned d ramatical ly - 1 34 other 
us ports now handle more traffic - the Bay Area as a 
whole remains massively important, and th is has con­
tinuing impl ications for the San Francisco economy. The 
key to the city's fortunes is, however, its prox im ity to the 
subu rban areas that became central to the m icroelec­
tron ics i ndustry, namely S i l icon Val ley. What is most 
d istressing about San Francisco is the degree to which 
it has become a bedroom commun ity for the S i l icon 
Val ley set. A larger d iscussion of th is is not poss ib le 
here, but the c ity has increas ing ly become not where 
so many people spend the i r  days, but only where they 
return ,  after 1 2- 1 4 hour days, to consume and sleep. 
San Francisco, for a l l  of its h istor ic associat ion with 
rad ical pol it ics i n  the Un ited States - as capital of the 

" Left Coast" - is now one of the most expensive places 
to l ive in the whole of North America; a p lace that, l i ke 
New York, has precious l itt le space left for the k ind of 
m i l ieus on which it bu i lt its reputat ion.  

What has to be recogn ised here is that the apparent 
opposition of c ity and suburb, which existed in  the post­
WWI I  period, has been fundamental ly undermined.  The 
crisis of mechan ical industr ial u rban ism, out of which 
the suburb and the subu rban c ity arose whi le s imu lta­
neously d ismant l ing the industr ial-era city, has passed . 
Debord again reg istered th is period clearly : 

The count ry demonst rates j ust the opposite 
fact - " isolation and separat ion" ( The German Ide­
ology). As it destroys the cit ies, u rbanism i nstitutes 
a pseudo-countrys ide devoid not only of the natu ral 
relat ionsh ips of the country of former t imes but also 
of the d i rect (and d i rectly contested) relat ionsh ips 
of the h istorical cit ies. The forms of habitat ion and 
the spectacular control of today's "planned environ­
ment" have created a new, artific ia l  peasantry. The 
geograph ic d ispersal and narrow-mindedness that 
always prevented the peasantry from undertaki ng  
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i ndependent act ion and becoming a creative h istor i- 27 Debord ,  Society of 

cal force are equal ly characteristic of these modern 
producers, for whom the movement of a world of their 
own making is every bit as inaccessib le as were the 
natu ral rhythms of work for an earl ier agrarian soci­
ety. The trad it ional peasantry was the unshakeable 
basis of "Oriental despot ism" ,  and its very scattere­
dness cal led forth bu reaucratic centra l isat ion ; the 
new peasantry that has emerged as the product of 
the growth of modern state bu reaucracy d i ffers from 
the old in that its apathy has had to be h istorical ly 
manufactu red and maintained : natural ignorance has 
g iven way to the organ ised spectacle of error. The 

"new towns" of the technolog ical pseudo-peasantry 
are the c learest of ind icat ions,  i nscribed on the land,  
of the break with h istorical t ime on which they are 
founded ; the i r  motto m ight wel l  be :  "On th is  spot 
noth ing  w i l l  ever happen - and noth i ng  ever has:' 
Quite obviously, i t  i s  precisely because the l i bera­
t ion of h istory, which must take p lace i n  the cit ies, 
has not yet occurred, that the forces of h i stor ical 
absence have set about design ing their own exc lu­
s ive landscape there. 27 

Whereas Debord ends i n  the affi rmat ion of the over­
coming of the city and urban ism by the subord ination of 
the environment to the needs of the workers' counci ls ,  
what has i n  fact happened is the end of the cond i ­
t ions upon which counci l ism cou ld exist. What can be 
decried in the structu re of the sprawl suburb comes to 
redefine the city in nearly equal measure. 

GATED C O M M U N ITI ES A N D  THE E N D  OF TH E 

WO R K I N G  C LASS AS AN ESTATE 

The i nd iv id ua l ist ic ,  privat ised resol ut ion of the hous­
ing quest ion i n  ex-u rban deconcentrat ion not on ly has 
objective effects, such as the re-segregat ion of Amer­
ica, it is part of the restructur ing of the experience of the 

Its Own Peculiar Decor 

the Spectacle, p .  126. 

257 



class relat ion .  To understand th is sh ift ,  it is necessary 
to g rasp the role private home ownersh ip  p lays in the 
us as a replacement for the types of benefits that are in  
many other places provided through social programmes 
and the state. There is a reason why neol iberal endeav­
ours to ann i h i late the social democratic  e lements of 
the state, in favour  of private solut ions, often get the i r  
impetus from America. A private homeowner benefits 
in  at least six ways that mask their  rel iance on the state:  

The state prov ides a huge tax write-off, g iv ing back 
sign ificant income. With the end of the heavily graduated 
i ncome tax in the late 1 970s, more people were taxed 
at lower income levels than in the 1 930s,  40s or 50s,  
and so the tax refund on the mortgage became even 
more important. 

2 G iven the low rates of interest and tax subs id ies ,  
mortgage outgo ings can be far  less than rent  for  an 
equ ivalently-sized home.  Th is depends on relatively low 
property taxes, however, which in the suburbs are the 
s ing le most important source of revenue for services 
provided by the town/city, such as pol ice, f ire, roads, 
and schools. The other major source of income comes 
from taxat ion on i ndustr ia l and commercia l  proper­
t ies, which are key to keeping property taxes low for 
homeowners. 

3 A house acts as equ ity, improving the owner's credit 
rat ing ,  and thus al lowing them to borrow considerably 
more for considerably lower rates of interest. For most 
fami l ies i n  the bottom 80% of the popu lat ion,  the house 
is by far the s ing le most val uable item they own, and 
general ly the on ly one they can use as a s ign if icant 
source of col lateral. 

4 A house acts as a form of i nter-generat ional wealth 
transfer and income security. 
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5 The value of the house can be expected to increase in 28 FHA :  Federal Hous-

value over t ime.  Thus the asset becomes a means of 1 n g  Ad m i n istrat ion ;  

i ncreas ing one's wealth .  Huo :  Department o f  

Hous i ng  and U rban 

6 The combinat ion of increas ing value and equ ity also deve lopment .  

becomes a means of making it poss ib le for one's ch i l -
d ren to go to un ivers ity and escape the orb i t  of  working 29 See R ichard Avi l es ,  

class labour. ' Rac ia l  Th reat 

These six aspects of home ownersh ip were, as we've 
seen, racial ised by the housing pol ic ies of the FHA and 
HUD.28 S ince these pol ic ies meant that black fam i l ies 
purchas ing a home in  a commun ity wou ld automatical ly 
devalue property, i n  the rare cases where they could 
qual ify for hous ing assistance and loan support ,  home 
ownersh ip  went hand- in-hand with the desire for rac ial 
isolat ion and against integ rat ion .  This racial isat ion of 
hous ing ,  equ ity, and property val ues, especial ly after 
the end of de Jure segregat ion i n  the South i n  1 964 
and 1 965 ,  meant that the threat of i ntegrated housing 
became one of the most important factors in  the r ight­
wing sh ift of wh ite workers to the Republ ican Party in 
the 1 968 ,  1 972 ,  and 1 976 elections.29 White renters, 
on the other hand, were statistical ly much less opposed 
to integrat ion/desegregat ion ,  in hous ing and in educa­
t ion ,  both before 1 964 and after 1 968 .  

Home ownersh ip along these l i nes thus  has a close re la­
t ionship to pol it ical conservat ism, but it is not necessary 
to stretch one's imag inat ion very far to understand the 
further t ransformat ion of experience that home owner­
sh ip  entai ls .  Here I wil l br iefly l i st some key points : 

• Host i l ity to any po l ic ies wh ich m ight lower hous ing 
val ues. Th is  inc l udes not  on ly  the aforementioned rac­
ism,  but also host i l ity to pub l ic  hous ing and subsid ised 
apartment programmes which do  not lead to home 
ownersh ip ,  as  these tend to lower values by  introduc­
ing lower- income fam i l ies with worse credit rat ings .  
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Host i l ity to anyth ing which might increase the tax bur­
den ,  i nc lud ing property taxes. This inc ludes prov id ing 
for services which would be avai lable to everyone in  a 
commun ity, and not merely homeowners. The cu rrent 
push among the Tea Party-type popu l ists to privatise 
educat ion and fi re departments provides a part icu larly 
nasty example .  

• Host i l ity to anyth ing th reaten ing the privi lege of huge 
tax breaks for home ownersh ip .  Rent ing is  i n  effect 
penal ised several t imes over, and homeowners have a 
vested interest in not be ing reduced to renters aga in .  

What is at  issue is not merely the t i t le  to the property 
itself, but the ab i l ity of the home to act accord ing to 
the six characterist ics outl ined above. Of central impor­
tance here is also the degree to which home ownersh ip 
has effectively funct ioned i n  the us as a part ia l  form of 
compensat ion for the lack of a social safety net. Wh i le  
it may not have the absolute h ighest homeownersh ip  
rates, the  U n ited States does have the h ighest i ne­
qual ity of  any industr ial i sed nat ion .  More than any other 
developed country, it depends on a h igh level  of private 
debt, based on equ ity derived from the home and better 
access to addit ional credit sou rces l i ke credit cards. 
Such debt has of cou rse g rown massively s ince the 
early 1 970s, effect ively p lugg ing a gap left not j ust by 
stagnat ing real wages, but also by the meagre "social 
wage" .  I n  the 2000s the secur it isat ion of household 
debt both enabled i ts further expansion and art icu lated 
it with g lobal financial flows as fore ign banks bought up 
do l lar-backed securit ies. The capacity for the American 
economy to support enormous levels of private debt 
itself depends upon the preservat ion of the do l lar's 
val ue ,  wh ich i s  effect ively underwritten by the cata­
stroph ic effects that any devaluat ion of the dol lar - as 
world money - would have on the g lobal economy. 
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The increased home ownersh ip  extends  the p rivate 
into the pub l ic ,  and in  turn t ransforms the pub l ic  i nto 
a p rivate affai r, red u c i n g  p u b l i c  engagemen t  i n to  
N IMBY (Not I n  My Backyard) pol i t ics. It is no accident 
that suburbanisation shou ld g ive rise to a pol i t ics of 
re-pr ivat i sat ion .  The overcom i n g  of comm u na l  and  
col lective existence was material ised in  the post-WWI I  
technologies of urban ism, especial ly the creation of the 
experience i n  one's private space of what previously 
had to be exper ienced pub l i c ly. The home was no 
longer  s imp ly  a p lace to eat and s leep ,  but a se lf­
susta in ing m icrocosm i n  which the outside world only 
entered via e lectron ic media such as rad io, television 
and eventua l ly  the computer. The home became a 
refuge. At the same t ime ,  the yard provided a fenced­
off replacement for parks and p laygrounds and other 
pub l ic  fac i l it ies i n  which natu re m ight be experienced 
col lectively. 

Post-war mass consumer u rban ism also held out the 
promise of homogeneity. As we've seen ,  the very struc­
ture of the post-war suburb depended on developers 
creat ing large areas with relatively s im i lar incomes, and 
for a long t ime it was legal ly requ i red that the commu­
nity be racia l ly homogeneous. S ing le  women were also 
blocked from access by social convent ions and cred it 
rat ings based on gender. Suburbanisation involved a 
f l ight from people "not l i ke us" ,  which was to say away 
from d ifferent races, creeds, ethn ic  groups, and so on .  
The tendency towards homogeneity and conform ity 
means that subu rban isat ion has a logic of experience 
un l i ke that of the city. There in l ies a fundamental prob­
lem for the suburban c ity. The very extension of th is  
homogen isat ion - privat isat ion of  space and services ; 
private management and even fund ing  of parks and 
schools which are nomina l ly pub l ic  - butts up  against 
the very structu re of the city. 
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Homogeneity is also viewed as a sou rce of safety. The 
absence of obvious class d ifferences i n  a commun ity 
where one leaves one's work somewhere else, where 
work and non-work l ife are cordoned off ; the absence 
of "the lower c lasses" or  "the poor" - or  what is  i n  
fact t he  absence o f  those without suffic ient access to  
credit- tends to resu l t  i n  reduced cr ime.  The  c ity i s  
increas ing ly pol iced to  keep people i n  the i r  ne ighbour­
hoods, wh i le  suburbs are pol iced to keep people out. 
Profi l i ng  is except iona l ly  effective i n  suburbs due to 
their propensity for homogeneity. Being of a d ifferent 
race, d riv ing a rusted old car, and walk ing on  foot are 
al l  equal ly tel l-tale s igns of exclus ion ,  of be ing Other. 
The gated commun ity is merely the most obvious, overt 
expression of th is tendency. 

Thus the wor ld outs ide the subu rb is al ready prefig­
u red and experienced as th reaten ing ,  dangerous and 
especial ly as crim ina l :  people from the cit ies want what 
those in the subu rbs have, but l iv ing in the cit ies they 
cannot, by defi n i t ion ,  have it , so they can on ly steal or 
ach ieve it by a degree of undeserved privi lege. When 
George Bush J r. announced that terrorists hate us for 
our freedom,  he did no more than reart icu late the com­
mon sense of the subu rban exper ience towards the 
dangerous masses of the c i t ies as the nat ional experi­
ence of the us i n  relat ion to the "dark masses" of the 
non-Euro-American . 

The host i l ity to intel lectual and cu l tural maturat ion as 
bourgeois ,  as e l it ist ,  is the react ion of the h i l l b i l ly and 
the slave master to modernisat ion .  Anyone who has the 
temerity to suggest that the i r  provincia l  utopia is not as 
good as it gets is a snob. Wh i le provincial isat ion cannot 
be reduced to suburban isat ion and sprawl ,  it rei nforces 
it. At the same t ime, intel lectual language is transformed 
into that of the admin istrative side of society. Those who 
feel outside of, or unfairly constrained by, the manage­
rial logic of l i beral ism thus f ind their inc l inat ion towards 
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tr ibal i sm ,  insu larity and corporat ism re inforced.  Sub­
urban isation magn ifies and intensifies the experience 
of th is  a l ienat ion from the l i bera l  adm in istrative con­
sciousness, even as it exists completely in  dependence 
on state subsidy, and especial ly on the m i l itaristic and 
overt ly oppressive sect ions of the state. 

Subu rbanisat ion a lso promotes i nfant i l isat ion and 
fem i n isat ion .  By "fem in isation " ,  what i s  meant here 
is not a domination of some essential female val ues, 
but  the extension of the root of gender re lat ions in 
capital ist society, the separat ion of home and work. 
Suburbanisation extends th is d ivis ion by putt ing work 
in  one place - maybe even a completely d ifferent sub­
urb or in  the city - so that one no longer l ives where 
one works, and the social orientat ion of both men and 
women in  suburbia becomes the home. Where work 
trad it ional ly also meant that the worker who brought 
home the income also part ic ipated i n  pub l i c  act iv i­
t ies - whether carousing in  bars or un ion activit ies or 
social c l ubs - non-work l ife is  increas ing ly  or iented 
towards housework: mowing the lawn,  garden ing ,  f ix­
ing up the house, working on the car in  the garage .  

The fetish of  sports as both a communal voyeurism and 
a social imperative goes hand-in-hand with the loss of 
other col lective referents and the process of identif i­
cat ion with a b rand and a tribe. American footbal l  is 
the most watched sport ,  assert ing violent mascu l in ity 
against cheerleader and "beer babe" fem in in ity, and 
tr ibal col lect ivity. On the other hand there is the over­
whelming popularity of golf, which is the actual ly-played 
sport of choice because it requ i res l itt le physical ity, is 
very ind iv idual ist ic and is associated with social sta­
tus - both because it is expensive to p lay and takes 
p lace in another manufactured,  pseudo-natu ral but 
utterly tame space. The dynamics that infanti l ise adu lts 
also promote an exaggerated focus on ch i ldren .  Pub­
l ic l ife ends up  in many cases being about taking the 
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kids to the i r  "activit ies" .  The or ig ina l  excuse to move 
to the suburbs is  often "for the schools" and to have 
a "healthy environment" in  which to raise ch i ldren .  The 
latter become another k ind of B ig  Other, a s uper­
egoic compuls ion to suburbanise. I t  is  no accident that 
both parents and ch i ldren resent each other in such 
situat ions.  

P O L I T I CAL AN D LEGAL I NTEG RAT I O N  AS 

THE C R I S I S  O F  THE POLITICAL 

Revanchist pol it ics has expressed itself in many d ifferent 30 G aspar M .  Tamas ,  

forms over the last s ixty or so years, from McCarthy- 'On Post-Fasc i sm ', 

i sm and the r ise of Goldwater Republ ican popu l ism,  Boston Review, 

through the Taxpayers Revolt of the 1 970s to Reagan- Summer  2000. 

ism and the rise of the Christian Right. The Tea Party 
of today is on ly the latest incarnat ion of th is pol it ical 31 'Communa l i s t '  here 

trend ,  encouraged by the th reat to the f inancial condi- refers to po l i t ica l  

t ions which made suburban and sprawl development movements such 

possible.  Post-WWII u rban ism depended on a number of as the Tea Party, 

features, not least of which was a capital ist expans ion LePen i sm i n  France 

l i nked to productivity rates outstripp ing i ncome growth and the Jobb i k  Party 

so that such growth cou ld be accommodated by capi- i n  H u ngary. 

ta l .  De- industrial isat ion , the movement of production 
fac i l it ies to other countr ies, and other k inds of capital 
fl ight from the suburbs have contr ibuted to increased 
dependence on state and federal fund ing ,  but states 
too have found  themselves in d i re straits .  The po l i t i -
ca l  m i l ieu of suburban revanchism seeks to rel ieve its 
problems by poach ing the wealth of the cities and the 
tax base of the most u rbanised areas. 

The cr is is of th is  u rbanism is the spatial form of a cr i­
s is wh ich i n  pol it ical terms Gaspar Tamas refers to as 
post-fascism.30 The key features of the communal ist 
expression of post-fascism inc lude :3 1  

• an extreme fee l ing of ressentiment towards the poor  or  
non-cred itworthy, the Other  as bogeyman 
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• ressentiment towards any k ind of cu l tured or i ntel lec­
tual ly soph isticated, world ly sorts of peop le ;  feel i ng  at 
home in  the world - instead of s imp ly at home - is a 
s ign of corruption and treason 

• denia l  of one's own dependence on state subsid ies 

• an orientat ion towards the privat isat ion of a l l  socia l  ser­
vices that do not d i rectly support private wealth 

• overt identif icat ion with capital 

• perpetual concern that people aren ' t  "carry ing the i r  
own weight" 

• a lack of i nterest i n  non-work except for r itua l ist ical ly 
mascu l i ne activ it ies, a.k.a. sports 

• pronounced nat iv ism 

• fear and thus hatred of anyth ing one doesn't understand 
( l i n ked to nat iv ism , re l i g iosity, m i l itant heterosexual ity, 
conformism) 

At root, th is  amounts to the creat ion of a d ual  state 
where "true cit izensh ip"  goes hand- in-hand with one's 
cred it score, race, re l ig ion ,  and so on .  I n  other words, 
under  the pressu re of capita l 's i nab i l ity to s imu lta­
neous ly susta in p rofi tab i l ity and the expans ion  of 
cit izensh ip ,  the spatial deconcentrat ion and isolat ion of 
post-war u rban ism lends itself to a post-fascist pol it ics 
that d rives towards the death of un iversal cit izensh ip .  
Both  of  these phenomena are coterm inous wi th  what 
many refer to as neo- l i bera l ism. 

The same impoverish ing influence of the goal  - escaping 
and keep ing out the Other ;  creat ing a commun ity with­
out confl ict , shar ing a common hatred and fear - does 
not eas i ly translate i nto the city. The c ity s imp ly is the 
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space of Others res id ing alongside and amongst each 
other. That is not to say that some miraculously free and 
open pub l ic space existed before, but that what was 
free and open could at least be contested and fought 
over, wh i le  the space for such poss ib i l i t ies has now 
become systematical ly privatised and pol iced. Space in 
the city was always hotly contested - often violently so. 

To survey some cases in  Chicago, for example ,  1 9 1 9  
a lone saw white riots and the massacre of around  
1 ,000 African Americans i n  events that occu rred 
alongside and entang led with the meat packing and 
steel str ikes. Many wh ite workers who went on stri ke 
with black workers also part ic ipated in r iots against 
the growing b lack popu lat ion on the south s ide of the 
city. I n  1 937, i n  the " Little Steel  Str ike" ,  Ch icago work­
ers were shot down by stri ke-breaki ng pol ice. I n  1 966  
racist mobs attacked a civ i l  r ights march attended by 
Mart in Luther King J r. in Chicago's Marquette Park with 
a degree of ferocity and hatred that King claimed was 
unmatched even in the South. In 1 968 ,  the parks were 
the site of massive protests against the Democratic 
Party at the Democrat ic  Nat ional Convent ion ,  which 
was met with bruta l  v io lence by the Ch icago Pol ice 
Department and the National Guard . I n  1 990-9 1 more 
than 1 0,000 people marched in  the streets of Chicago 
against the Gu lf War. Pol ice v io lence is of course a 
relative constant in th is story, but what becomes more 
and more impossib le to imag ine is the open natu re of 
the confl ict and of the space itself. Where in a suburb 
wou ld such mobi l isat ions even take place? 

The d e c l i n e  a n d  m a rg i na l is at i on  of t h e  i n d u st r ia l  
c ity - i ts  transformation in to a s i te  of  ru ins where what 
b lossoms does so on ly  where the g reen of f inance 
and pockets of t he  m ic roe lectron ic ,  software, and  
bio-chemical industries sow the  land - is t he  decl ine 
of  a k ind of  self-sustain ing working class cu lture. These 
cit ies typical ly col lapse i nto ghettos stri pped of social 
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l i fe .  What p redom i nate are large r  or sma l l e r  i n ter­
personal networks, fam i l ia l  and private relat ions i nto 
wh ich  one  can on ly  enter by i nv i tat ion .  Th is  i s  the  
comp lete opposite of the u n ion ,  the worki ng  c lass 
pol it ical party, the self-he lp organisat ion,  the commu­
n ity cooperative, and so on .  I n  p lace of  overtly pol i t ical 
newspapers - whether  from the Soc ia l i st o r  Com­
mun ist Party or the Chicago Defender or Pittsburgh 
Cour ier - we have the overwhe lm i ng  weight of the 
corporate med ia, and now even the d issolut ion of the 
journal ist ic, print-oriented segment of that into infotain ­
ment  and the  isolated blogger. Pub l ic i nstitut ions are 
replaced with commod ified services. The state, which 
Marx once cal led "the i l l usory commun ity" ,  is seeming ly 
no longer even contested as the commun ity. If one 
wants to start a programme, say, to  he lp " the youth of 
the city" , it is necessary either to address oneself to 
the state - that is, to the schools or to state-run park 
d istr icts - or to start one's own organisation and find 
fund i ng .  I n  the latter case one must e i ther create a 
business oneself, become indebted to private business 
support, or rely on fund ing from the state. The rich and 
relat ively independent i nstitut ional l ife that the work ing 
class had to mainta in at the stage when it lacked social 
and economic integration fi rst becomes unnecessary 
and then becomes un recoverable.  

The loss of un iversal is ing alternatives to capital ism as 
negat ions of class - and i n  a d ifferent manner, of race, 
gender, sexual ity, and so on - does not mean an end 
to attempts at forms of col lective organisat ion .  Com­
mun itarian modes of accommodation take the p lace of 
un iversal is ing alternatives. Capita l ism does not merely 
replace overt social relat ions with production relat ions 
as the determ inate social relat ions ; it subord i nates 
them without necessari ly doing away with them. Thus 
race, gender, sexual ity, re l ig ion ,  nat ion ,  reg ion ,  and 
so on ,  wh ich seem to group people i n  various ways, 
in ways that al low them to associate for perceived 
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mutual advantage - remain not on ly potent, but actu­
a l ly  become more powerfu l .  I n  a society of  antagon ist ic, 
competit ive relat ions between ind iv iduals with unequal 
power relat ions,  such groupings are common.  

Progressive socia l  movements tended to associate 
cit izensh ip with the r ight to a certa in qual ity of l ife, and 
typical ly they worked to extend its domain to broader 
layers of the populat ion .  Commun itarian modes operate 
in the exact opposite way, attempt ing to restrict the fu l l  
extens ion of cit izensh ip - and s ince the 1 920s, they 
have sought to act ively destroy the l i nks establ ished 
between cit izensh ip and the r ight to a certai n  standard 
of l iv i ng .  Commun itarian modes seek to create a homo­
geneous commun ity and to pursue i ts interests ; i ndeed 
the commun ity is  actual ly constituted i n  the pursuit  of 
t hese i nterests, i n  the same way that the subu rb is  
created by the f l ight to a space of homogeneity, away 
from what one imagines oneself not to be. Wh i le  these 
tendencies supply the b lueprints of fascism i n  the fi rst 
half of the 20th centu ry, and of post-fascist revanchist 
pol it ics s ince the 1 950s, re l ig ion is of course especial ly 
su ited to such developments, pred icated as it is on a 
commun ity of be l ievers contrasted to the unbel ievers 
who are condemned to some manner of damnation i n  
th is  world or  the next . It shou ld not  su rprise us then  
that i n  the enforced homogene ity of  the suburban ist 
world ,  in the absence of a l i beratory un iversal ist ic alter­
native, react ionary popul ism shou ld so often f ind itself 
i n  re l ig ious garb, not only d istingu ish ing between the 
deserv ing and the undeserv ing ,  but a l lowing the saved 
to locate the damned. We could say fu rther - though 
th is  point cannot be developed here - that i nsofar as 
capital ism entai ls an i nd i rect, abstract soc ia l  relat ion 
wh ich does not d i rectly appear as a socia l  re lat ion ,  
and thus seems a lso to lack mean ing ,  the pressure for 
d i rect, concrete, and meani ngful social relat ions takes 
on a new force. Final ly, the re l ig ious institut ions - wh ich 
have no part icu lar opposit ion to capital 's dominat ion of 
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a world of s in or karma - take the p lace of other non­
state inst i tut ions, ab le to prov ide services and even 
jobs and l ive l i hoods,  but supposedly i n  the name of 
the affi rmat ion of the commun ity of be l ievers, without 
the ind ifference of the pure market relat ion of employee 
and employer. 

The cu rrent conste l lat ion thus g ives rise to a pol it ical 
crisis, but i n  the form of a crisis of the pol it ical as such.  
Jacques Ranciere presents th is cr is is as an attack on 
democracy.32 By th is  he does not mean an attack on 
the state or i ts funct ions, but on pol it ics as the br ing­
ing of confl icts and antagon isms i nto the pub l ic  sphere, 
and on democracy as the sovere ignty of anyone and 
everyone - or rather a sovere ignty that cannot be legit i ­
m ised a priori. This attack entai ls the privat isat ion of 
key aspects of l ife and, i n  what remains,  the i ncreas ing 
scope of  both the pol ice function and the ro le of the 
special ist with part icu lar competencies. The cr is is of 
the pol it ical takes a s im i lar form to that of the labour 
process : pol it ics is reduced to the scientif ic admin istra­
tion of affairs by the state, with in  l im its set by the market. 
All pub l ic  col lective chal lenges to dominat ion become 
excessive, and pol it ical struggle becomes an oxymoron. 

Libera l ism tends towards the s ide of scientif ic reason, 
to lerance of d ifference, mu lt icu l tural ism,  and rat ional 
adm i n istrat ion ,  want ing  the  state to make po l i t ics a 
matter of management and civ i l ity. It i nvolves a secular 
de-pol it ic isation of social contrad iction and antagonism, 
making of these a province of the state and of experts. 
React ionary popu l i sm favours expl ic it ly ant i -pol i t ical 
l i nes of power such as kinsh ip ,  re l ig ion ,  and the market, 
us ing the state to turn these into matters of personal 
responsib i l ity, to ind iv idual ise them.  This marks a f l ight 
from the pub l ic  f ie ld ,  the f ie ld of pol it ics proper, to that 
of the private - in both senses of th is word - whether 
as the technocratic domain of rat ional adm in istrators 
and special ists or the management of the property of 
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i nd iv iduals or non-governmental i nst i tut ions.  Th is is  
a lso the extension of the po l ice funct ion ,  of  the ru le of 
merit , k insh ip ,  wealth. What is sought is obedience to 
an authority which is objective and therefore beyond 
reproach or  contestat ion ,  whether the techn ical d ic ­
tates of  science, the  market or God .  For Ranciere, s ince 
democrat ic pol i t ics is  just contestat ion taki ng  p lace 
openly and col lectively, as publ ic matters, democratic 
struggle is the strugg le to widen the pub l ic  sphere ,  to 
pol it icise what is private, and to do so without precondi­
t ions for part ic ipation .  

Though Ranciere hypostatises the separat ion of pub l ic 
and private, democracy and ol igarchy, turn ing these into 
eternal categories of the human condit ion, he goes right 
to the heart of the problem. But he does so only to turn 
away at the last moment. The savage condit ion of l ife at 
present - unable to stand the thought of pol it ics, and 
thus suppress ing or  str ik ing out madly at it - is one 
where the growing contrad iction between the immense 
capacity to produce material wealth with a m in imum of 
d i rect human labour on the one hand, and the social 
form of wealth as capital , as self-expand ing value ,  on 
the other, is sustained only by denying the poss ib i l ity 
of the re-purposing of th is capacity for common human 
ends. The strugg le to pol it icise cu rrent condit ions - to 
fight for the problems of crime, violence, poverty, hunger 
and so on to be expressed as pol it ical problems and 
not as matters of personal respons ib i l ity or  techn ical 
expertise - qu ickly runs up against the recognit ion that 
such a pol it ic isation immed iately cal ls into question the 
rational ity of capital . No doubt th is is why any attempt to 
apply the brakes on runaway inequal ity or p rovide free 
publ ic services is automatical ly attacked by reactionary 
popul ists as social ism or commun ism,  whi le massive 
expenditures on the m i l itary, police and the repressive 
apparatus in  general - and any associated restr ict ions 
on freedom of expression ,  commun icat ion ,  and assem­
bly - are viewed as protect ing democracy. 
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Consider the recent f ight over healthcare i n  the Un ited 
States i n  l i ght of our above analysis. Nowhere is  the 
issue a lack of material ab i l ity to p rovide adequate care. 
Neither the l iberal nor the reactionary side have argued 
that we lack doctors, techno logy, the ab i l ity to train 
more people,  or the abi l ity to produce adequate medi­
ca l  supp l ies. The issue is  so le ly  the apparent scarcity 
of money. One side argues that state regu lat ion ,  if not 
nat ional isat ion ,  wou ld  regu late care more effic ient ly so 
as to reduce costs. The other be l ieves that any human 
control over market forces is tantamount to question ing 
the hand of God,  and that it w i l l  automatical ly resu l t  in  
g reater cost and less effic iency. For neither s ide is  the 
issue of care i tself pr imary. 

L I M I TAT I O N S  A N D  POTE NTIAL S U BV E RS I O N  

What then are w e  t o  do with th is? I f  t h e  city has been 
largely ho l lowed out a long the l i nes of the post-WWI I  
suburb ;  if ho l lowed city and suburb together g ive the 
env i ronmental shape of the current state of capital ist 
development ,  i n  which a workerist c lass pol i t ics has 
been eviscerated ; if this is an era in which identity po l i ­
t ics seems to have run its course and largely lost i ts 
progressive, not to ment ion rad ical ,  force ; nonethe less 
th is  need not mean that the c ity as a site of strugg le is 
dead. The city remains the geograph ical site of capi ­
tal 's contrad ictions, because capital , for a l l  its tendency 
to produce homogeneity, cannot sustain itself except 
through the constant product ion of heterogeneity. If 
Shenzhen is  a labour camp,  i t  is  one with 1 0  m i l l ion  
peop le  i n  c lose quarters capable of d isrupt ing a s ig­
n ificant part of  g lobal production .  I f  the fastest g rowing 
cit ies i n  the U n ited States are  a l l  sprawl c it ies,  with 
a l l  that imp l ies, they are nonethe less not suburbs, but 
complex, relatively dense spaces bu i l t  upon a potential ly 
explos ive combination : dependent on  us dominance 
and the do l lar as world money, and on the immense 
debt-to- i ncome rat io of the i r  i nhabitants. 

Its O wn Peculiar Decor 271 



There is no  certai nty that these p laces w i l l  not suc­
cumb to the k ind of  reactionary popul ism that has grown 
exponential ly s ince the 1 970s. Despite th is ,  even in the 
moribund ex- industrial and the suburb cit ies we find a 
large port ion of the popu lat ion that is opposed to racist, 
xenophobic, and m isogyn ist po l icies. It is probably not 
accidental that Occupy and the Arab Spring, for al l  their 
fai l i ngs,  were overwhe lm ing ly u rban phenomena whi le 
react ionary popu l isms l i ke the Tea Party, the Jobb ik  
Party and the Nat ional Front in  France are overwhe lm­
ing ly present in  subu rban and ru ral areas. 

The d ispossessed popu lat ions of cit ies - which capi­
tal seems to have made permanently superfluous from 
the po int  of view of valor isat ion - often f ind them­
selves d rawn to the popul ist and self-he lp messages 
of react ionary commun itarian popul isms and re l ig ious 
group ings ,  f rom ethn icised m i l it ias to ls lam ist, H indu or 
Christian "fundamental ist" pol it ical groupings.  It is often 
the d is locat ion suffered by be ing made superfluous 
and hav ing to survive through  "b lack market" act iv i ­
t ies - many of which are predatory upon the waged and 
unwaged al ike - which leaves the re l ig ious and commu­
n itarian g roups as the only cohesive socia l  inst itut ions. 

If the overcoming of capital is no longer the seizure of 
the exist ing means of production by a working class 
that exists as an estate in a strugg le against material 
poverty and a lack of pol it ical and social inc lus ion ,  th is 
does not mean the end of the need to overth row capi­
ta l .  The present situat ion is clearly unsustainable. The 
condit ions which a l lowed for the overcoming of the 
working class as estate, and of what seemed l i ke an 
inescapable material impoverishment, are predicated 
upon social relat ions which cannot maintain inc lus ion 
and re lative freedom from want. From the side of capital 
accumu lat ion this cannot be sustai ned. 

Endnotes 4 272 



I n  terms of the labour  process and therefore the valori ­
sat ion process, cap ital ism has survived on an al ready 
immense and growing debt on the sides of both capital 
and labour. We are in  the m idst of an ongoing crisis of 
valorisat ion ,  because the amount of t it les and cla ims 
to val ue ,  paper money and f inancia l  i nstruments, c i r­
cu lat ing dai ly on a g lobal basis ,  are in the tr i l l ions - far 
beyond the current capacity of capital to valor ise. The 
futu re is leveraged a long, long way forward . The level of 
valorisation necessary to solve th is problem is un l i kely to 
material ise, s ince it wou ld requ i re that capital no longer 
supplant l iv ing labour with constant capita l  - that is ,  
capita l  wou ld  have to find another dynam ic altogether. 
I n  fact, probably the on ly  imag inab le alternative is a 
catastroph ic destruction of exist ing values - inc lud ing 
labour  power - on a h itherto un imag ined scale .  

I n  terms of material impoverishment ,  the part of the 
working class which saw the greatest growth of  income 
and relative prosperity has also seen its debt load rise 
dramatical ly. I n  the Un ited States, average household 
debt is over 1 00% of after-tax d isposable income, very 
much connected to r is ing hous ing prices, but also to 
stagnant wages and the reduction of state subs id ies 
for basic social services, such as educat ion and health 
services. Even more painfu l ly, a larger and larger part of 
the g lobal popu lation seems to be excluded from formal 
access to the wage.  Over 1 b i l l ion people essential ly 
l ive in  a money economy with l itt le hope of access to 
wage labour i n  a legal industry, and thus with only tenu­
ous sources of monetary income. Capital is abo l ish ing 
money, not  i n  the sense of some post-modern "v i rtu­
al i ty " ,  but i n  the very practical , commonplace sense 
of  deny ing peop le access to secure wage labour  and 
to the k ind of sma l l  property that m ight  a l low se lf­
employment or  sustenance . Material impover ishment 
is not on ly return ing  with a vengeance, but the worki ng 
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class as mass consumer becomes unsustainable the 

more living labour itself is abolished by capital. 

Finally, it is becoming clearer and clearer that capitalism 

cannot afford the political and legal inclusion of labour. 

This is not to anticipate a return to the working class 

as estate, for the material foundation in the circuit of 

capital upon which that was possible -that is, a certain 

configuration of the labour process -has gone. 

It is important to recognise what has changed. If we 

have lost the coordinates of the world of the indus­

trial working class, we nonetheless have not seen 

the overcoming of the contradictions of capital. The 

very changes to the capitalist labour process which 

destroyed the old forms of self-activity and the capac­

ity to recognise oneself as part of a coherent working 

class, seem to be bringing about a crisis in which capi­

tal is coming perilously close to abolishing labour in 

much of the production process -even as it cannot 

do away with it as foundation of the value form. This 

contradiction is expressed not only in a tremendous 

productive capacity that requires relatively little living 

labour and thus produces crises of valorisation, but 

also in the forms of spatial organisation. More than 

ever it seems at least technically evident that we could 

achieve new forms of spatial organisation that would 

utilise cleaner power sources, increase population den­

sity while decreasing ecological footprints, immediately 

reduce the hours of human labour, and increase the 

amount of time available to be lived outside of work. 

What is perplexing is that while each of these can be 

imagined apart-and all can be reckoned as rational 

and feasible -today there seems to be no generalised 

sense that their combined realisation in a world without 

capitalism is possible. 
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In Endnotes 2, we presented an account of capital 's 
immanent tendency towards crisis that revolved around 
a theory of surp lus  popu lat ion .  What fo l lows is  an 
attempt to refi ne, clarify and develop the central catego­
ries of that theory. 1 Our motivation to do so derives from 
certa in m isapprehensions we've encountered , which 
seem to betray a general tendency to d i rectly map 
the category of  "surp lus popu lat ion"  onto a s ingu lar, 
coherent social subject or sociolog ical group, with the 
potential imp l icat ion that th is  g roup is to be viewed as 

1 Th i s  art ic le  i s  based 

on a ta lk  g iven i n  Ber­

l i n  in ear ly 2014. Arg u-

ments  i n  sect i ons  2 

and 3 d raw on Aaron 

Benanav, A Global 

History of Unemploy-

ment, forthcom ing  

f rom Ve rso. 

a new kind of revolutionary agent. Far from represent ing 2 Wh i l e ,  i n  the low-

the emergence of a coherent agent, the expansion of i n come countr ies ,  

the surp lus populat ion marks the tendential d isappear- th i s  second sector i s  

ance of the previous revolut ionary horizon. i n  fact the over-

It was once poss ib le  - indeed qu ite reasonable - to 
th ink  of the proletariat as an emergent social subject, 
becoming ever larger and more un if ied with the g lobal 
spread and development of the capita l ist mode of pro­
duct ion ,  and part icu lar ly with the i ncorporat ion of a 
growing port ion of the class into industrial employment. 
Today, in  an era of s lowing economic g rowth - which 
is  a lso an era of general  de i ndustr ia l isat ion - the 
revol ut ionary or ientat ions of the past no longer make 
sense. The working class - always i nternal ly d ifferent i­
ated - displays a d im i n ish ing capacity for un if icat ion 
under a s i ng le  hegemon ic  f ig u re ,  thus rea l i s i ng its 
always latent tendency to decompose into fragments, 
fac ing off one against the other. 

At the heart of th is  fract iousness is the d iv is ion of the 
class into two parts :  ( 1 ) a shr ink ing one that retains  
h igher  wages and soc ia l  p rotect ions ,  but  must con­
stant ly f ight  rearguard act ions agai nst cap i ta l ist 

" reforms" and restructur ings;  and (2) a growing one that 
faces poor prospects of employment and is offered few 
social protect ions.2 The more secure sector - which is 
a lso more organised - often needs the support of the 
more precarious in  order to win its strugg les .  However, 
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cal ls for g reater " inc lus ion"  of such people may stoke 
val id fears that th is wi l l  undermine more secure posi­
t ions, opening up access to education and train ing ,  and 
thereby i ncreasing labour supp ly and reducing bargain­
i ng  power. 3 At the same t ime,  members of the more 
precarious part may be rightly suspicious of the motives 
of the more secure : after the sacrifices have been made, 
won't it be merely the latter's rearguard batt les that have 
been won? After al l ,  those with secu rity rarely take to 
the streets when it is the less fortunate who are get­
ting screwed. The expansion of the surp lus popu lat ion 
is important in  explai n i ng  th is d iv is ion,  but it is not the 
only mean ingfu l  one with in  the class. 

There is a potential ly inf in ite variety of such d ist inct ions, 
so the quest ion of expla in ing cu rrent d iv is ions can in  a 
sense be reversed : What was the un ity that is now i n  
advanced stages of  decay? How d id i t  come about? 
This is a question that we have attempted to answer 
elsewhere in  this issue, in  'A H istory of Separat ion ' .  For 
our  pu rposes here though ,  it is enough to note s imply 
that there was once a hegemonic ident ity and or ien­
tation among workers that cou ld  provide grounds for 
affi rm ing certain struggles as centra l ,  wh i le  exc lud ing 
others as secondary or un important. I t  is equa l ly  clear 
that th is affirmation seems less and less plausible today. 
In p lace of the identity of the worker, we are now faced 
with so many compet ing alternatives, each with its own 
strateg ic prior it ies : those who want more jobs against 
those who want to stave off environmental  catastro­
phe ;  those who want to preserve the fam i ly wage for 
union ised male workers against those who want gender 
equal ity; those of dominant nat ional or  racial identit ies 
against those of racia l ised m inorit ies, and so on. 

In this sense, the fract iousness of " ident ity pol i t ics" 
is symptomatic of an era. I n  a per iod of i ncreas ing ly 
s low economic growth under the th reat of ecological 
catastrophe,  it seems d im in ish ing ly plausible to claim 

Endnotes 4 

3 Partly for that reason ,  

the more precar ious  

are  often rendered as  

u ndeserv i ng  i n  one 

way or  another :  as  

u pstart youth ,  i l l ega l  

i m m i g rants ,  and so 

on .  See the sect ion 

on  the abject ,  be low. 
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that fight ing the batt les of one part of the c lass w i l l  
advance the class as a whole. Th is  is why we reject 
any attempt to f ind in surp lus popu lat ions an ersatz 
social subject that m ight replace the hegemonic role 
p layed by the wh ite male factory worker i n  the workers' 
movement. At present there seems to be no class frac­
tion - whether "the most strateg ical ly placed" or "the 
most oppressed" - whose strugg les express a general 
i nterest. At the same t ime, attempts to conju re up  a 
new un ity from th is d ivers ity by s imp ly renam ing it as 

"mu lt itude" or "precariat" ,  for example, merely g loss over 
th is fundamental problem of i nternal d iv is ion.  

If there is any revolutionary potential at present, it seems 
that it stands to be actual ised not in  the strugg le  of any 
part icu lar c lass fract ion ,  but rather, i n  those moments 
when d iverse fractions are d rawn together i n  strugg le 
in spite of the i r  mutua l  suspic ions ; despite the lack of 
a stable,  consistent hegemonic pole. In such moments, 
the demands of various sect ions of the class come i nto 
confl ict with one another - a confl i ct that may br ing 
the p rospect of destab i l i s i ng  or u nderm i n i ng  m utu­
al ly exc lus ive demands and ident it ies. The modes by 
which socia l  l ife is  organ ised and segmented with i n  
capital ist societies can then come to  appear as  obsta­
cles to further struggle ,  d iv id ing workers against one 
another. The question of how to move forward is then 
at least raised , though with no easy answers. After a l l ,  
a defin it ive answer wou ld  involve an overcoming of the 
un ity- in-separat ion that organ ises social l ife. 

WHAT IS A S U RPLUS POPU LAT I O N ?  

The  theory of su rp l us  popu lat ion derives from argu­
ments presented by Marx i n  the fi rst volume of  Capital, 
chapter 25 in part icu lar, on the "general law of capital­
ist accumu lat ion " .  Marx defines the surplus populat ion 
as workers without regu lar access to work: a worker 

"be longs to" the surp lus popu lat ion "when he is on ly 
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part ial ly employed or whol ly unemployed" .4 Marx refers 
to th is surp lus popu lat ion as a " re lative surp lus popu la­
t ion" ,  because these workers are not abso lutely surplus,  
as in  a Malthusian account (which is to say, it is not a 
matter of there not being enough food,  water, shelter, 
etc) . I nstead , these workers are surp lus relative to the 
needs of capita l  - that is ,  relative to capital 's demand 
for labour. 

In the h i story of capital ist societ ies, large masses of 
people have been absorbed i nto the labour market and 
have come to depend ent i rely upon earn ing wages in 
order to survive. They cannot leave the labour  market 
u n less they can get other workers to support them.  
I n  other  words, workers have to work  regard less of  
what sort and how much work is avai lable .  They are  at 
the mercy of capital 's demand for labou r. When that 
demand fal ls  and there isn't enough work to go around ,  
workers do not stop working altogether - un less they 
real ly have no opt ions, i n  which case they become pau­
pers. Instead , they enter one or another branch of an 
extensive and variegated surp lus popu lat ion .  

Marx descr ibes "a l l  k inds of forms" of surp lus popu­
lat ion .  Due to transformat ions of product ion ,  workers 
are constantly being chu rned out of o ld and into new 
industries, depending upon the sh ift ing needs of capital . 
This g ives r ise, i n  Marx's account, to both " latent" and 
"float ing"  surplus popu lat ions, the latter of which Marx 
often cal led the " reserve army of labour" .  However, as 
a consequence of th is ongoing development, capital 
also produces a super-explo ited "stagnant" surp lus  
popu lat ion ,  when it fai l s  to re-absorb d isp laced work­
ers into new l i nes. 

Marx thought that the problem of the surplus popula­
t ion - ult imately a problem of the growing oversupply 
of ,  and under-demand for, labour  - would intensify over 
t ime and,  as a resu lt ,  people wou ld  increas ing ly f ind 
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themselves d isconnected from labour markets, and 5 Marx ,  Capital, vo l .  1 

hence from regu lar access to the wage. Indeed, Marx (MEcw 35), pp .  638-

describes this as the "absolute general law of capital ist 647. 

accumu lat ion" .  What happens is that capital 's ongoing 
accumu lat ion process leads to r is i ng  labour produc- 6 See ' M isery and 

t iv ity, wh ich i n  tu rn expands  the " i ndustr ia l  reserve 
army" ,  caus ing  the "conso l idated surp lus  popu la­
t ion" - "whose misery is i n  inverse rat io to  the amount 
of torture it has to undergo i n  the form of labour" - to 
grow, and increas ing "official pauperism" ;  that is, those 
who cannot make enough i n  wages to survive, and so 
must beg for the i r  bread .5 The overal l resu l t  is that the 
accumu lat ion of wealth occurs alongside an accumu la­
t ion of poverty. 

Debt' ,  Endnotes 2, 

Apr i l  2010. 

I n  Marx's account ,  the main reason capital ist develop­
ment leads to the g rowth of the surp lus popu lat ion has 
to do with what we have cal led "technolog ical ratch­
et ing"  . 6 I n  essence, Marx argues that the demand for 
labour i n  each industry eventual ly fal l s  as labour pro­
ductivity r ises. New industr ies do come on l i ne ,  at a 
faster or s lower pace, increasing the demand for labour. 
However, these new i ndustr ies never start out from 
zero : they do not need to reinvent e.g. steam power, 
the assembly l ine ,  the electric motor. Instead , new l ines 
absorb technolog ical i nnovat ions that preceded them. 
As a resu l t ,  the emergence of new industries is less 
and less effective i n  i ncreas ing the demand for labour. 
Hence capital has what Marx terms a "r is ing organ ic 
composit ion " .  Marx argues that it is  the o lder  l i nes ,  
wh ich have not yet been techn ical ly renewed , which 
tend to absorb the most labour. 

This theory cou ld  be f leshed out further by deve lop­
i ng  l i n ks with Marx's notes on  overaccum u l at ion  in  
volume 3 ,  but that is another project. Here we s imp ly 
note that ,  today, what renders many workers surp lus 
to the requ i re m e nts of capita l  i s  a dual  tendency :  
on the  one  hand ,  towards overaccumu lation - which 
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reduces profit rates and hence s lows the expansion of 7 One  shou l d  not treat 

output - and on the other hand, towards the ongoing the mutua l  cap i ta l-

growth of labour productivity, which ar ises out of capi- l abour  rep roduct ion 

tal ist competit ion and results i n  a loss of jobs i n  those as i f  i t  captu red a 

economic  sectors where output  does not i ncrease s i n g u lar soc ia l  'sys-

at a rate equa l  to produ ct ivity. The comb inat ion  of tern', val i d  at the l eve l  

these factors ensures that ,  i n  an economy wracked of each and every 

by overaccumu lat ion ,  the demand for labour wi l l  fai l  to nat ion-state ; the ba-

keep up with its supp ly. That, in turn ,  w i l l  expand the s i c  frame of ana lys is  

surplus popu lat ion .  for such  matters i s  

necessar i ly  g loba l .  

But  nor, of course,  

can we t h i n k  i n  terms 

of an u n d ifferent i ­

ated g l oba l  leve l :  

i n d iv i d ual nat iona l  

econom ies  m ust be 

In Endnotes 2 we argued that these deve lopments 
would tendent ia l ly lead to the reproduction of the pro­
letariat becoming cont ingent to that of capita l .  If the 
post-war sett lement had formal ised the rec iprocal but 
asymmetrical relat ion i n  which the reproduction of the 
working class is necessary to that of capital , with the 
end of that sett lement and the rise i n  surp lus popula­
t ions, those who are surplus are effectively reproduced 
as a sort of "side-effect" of capital ist production. 7 What 
th is means is that capital ist productivity, especial ly i n  
agriculture, is increas ing ly capable  of  support ing sec­
t ions of the g lobal popu lat ion far removed from the 
dynam ic i ndustr ies at  the core of  capita l ist accumu­
lat ion .  Bu t  when  th is  happens,  the d ual i nter locking  
cycles o f  t he  mutual reproduction o f  capital and  class 
seem to make less and less sense. As "Screamin '  Al ice" 
has argued,  th is leads in  some senses to "d isintegra­
t ion" of these c i rcu its at the same t ime as " integrat ion" 
deepens in  other respects - in  the financial isation of 
ever new areas of l ife, for example .8 

D E I N D USTRIALISATI O N ,  T H E N  A N D  N OW 

g rasped differen­

tially with i n  a g l oba l  

f rame.  The post-war 

sett lement  was thus ,  

of course,  not  some 

u n iform g loba l  ar­

rangement :  it app l i ed  

part i cu l ar ly  to the 

Western i n d u str ia l ­

i sed cou ntr ies ,  wh i l e  

some ana logous 

arrangements may be 

perceived i n  Eastern 

B loc  countr ies (and ,  

i n d e e d ,  the press u re 

for such  a settlement  

was part ly  g iven 

I n  the 20th century, th is idea of the tendency of capital 
to increasingly produce workers as surplus was largely 
d ismissed as an " immiserat ion thesis" ,  on the g rounds 
that h i story had p roven it wrong : the working  c lass 
had c lear ly fai l ed  to become i m m iserated ; o n  t he  
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by the geopo l i t ica l  

po lar i sat ion  between 

the two). But  i nsofar 
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contrary, l iv ing standards had r isen. Industrial emp loy­
ment  had g rown d ramat ica l ly, s uggest i n g  that t he  
industr ial work ing class wou ld eventual ly account for 
the vast majority of the workforce. Wh i le  Marx appears 
to have been broad ly correct in  interpret ing mid- 1 9th 
centu ry tendencies (wh ich l im ited the g rowth of the 
demand for labour  i n  i ndust ry), h e  d id not foresee 
the emergence of new l i nes of production that wou ld 
prove capable of  absorb ing the su rp l uses of  capital 
and labou r  that were be ing  produced e lsewhere in 
the economy. These i ndustr ies - such  as the auto 
and white goods industr ies - lay at the very core of 
20th cent u ry capita l i st deve lopment  and i n d u str ia l  
employment. The semi-sk i l led factory worker was the 
key figu re in  the old labour movement. But i n  Endnotes 
2 we posed the quest ion : What if Marx had just been 
wrong on the t im ing? 

It is now c lear  that those twentieth century industr ies 
have long been in  relative decl ine as employers. Newer 
i ndustr ies ,  a lthough they have emerged ,  have not 
absorbed a l l  of the labour being shed from elsewhere. 
As a result ,  de industr ia l isation has been ongoing since 
the mid 1 970s across the h igh- income countr ies. But 
even newly industr ia l ised countr ies l i ke South Korea, 
Taiwan , B razi l ,  Mexico, South Afr ica and Egypt have 
seen the industr ial shares of total employment in  the i r  
economies stagnate or decl ine s ince the m id  1 980s 
or m id  1 990s. China seems to be an exception to the 
ru le ,  but even there, construct ion constitutes a large 
component of the new " industrial" labour force, and the 
Ch inese manufactur ing share of employment actual ly 
remained stagnant - at between 1 4  and 1 6 percent 
of the labour force - during the per iod of rapid growth 
from 1 980 to 2006.  New industrial f i rms were open­
ing up  and absorbing labour, such as i n  the Pearl River 
Delta reg ion ,  but th is on ly tended to balance - not 
reverse - the overa l l  effects of the c losures of state­
owned enterpr ises,  and the l ay ing off of workers i n  
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China's northeast.9 China's manufactur ing employment 9 See Ch i ng  Kwan Lee, 

share only rose beyond previously ach ieved levels in Against the Law: Labour 

2006,  reach ing 1 9  percent i n  201 1 (the last year for Struggles in China 's 

which data is  avai lab le) .  Wh i le  the absolute n u m ber Rustbelt and Sunbelt 

of people employed in i ndustry in Ch ina  is  certai n ly (U n iversity of Cal iforn ia 

stagger ing ,  the manufactur ing share of employment in 2007). 

the new "workshop of the world" is nowhere near as 
h igh  today as it was in the West du ring the heyday of 
industr ia l isat ion .  In fact , the Ch inese share is closer to 
the level that prevai ls in Mexico and Brazi l  today than 
to the level of Germany or the U K  at m id-20th century 
(wh ich hovered between 3 1  and 35 percent). 

Accord ing to an o ld developmental narrat ive, ag r icu l­
tural employment would decl ine as agr iculture became 
more product ive,  precip i tat i ng  lots of potent ia l  new 
workers into towns, who wou ld  then be taken up by 
expand ing industr ia l product ion .  These developments 
would eventual ly br ing every country into modern ity. 
For o rthodox Marxi sts ,  t h i s  wou ld  tendent ia l l y  form 
a proletar iat un if ied under the hegemony of its most 
"advanced" fract ions in  industry. But as the g lobal peak 
of i ndustr ia l isat ion recedes into h i story, it looks l i ke 
someth ing  e lse is now happen ing .  Whi le  ag r icu l tural 
employment has not halted its decl ine ,  those workers 
shed are less l i kely to jo in  the ranks of the industr ial 
working  c lass than to enter a vast and heterogene­
ous service sector. At  the wor ld level ,  there are now 
twice as many workers i n  serv ices as compared to 
i ndustry: services account  for 44  percent of g lobal  
emp loyment ,  wh i le  i ndustry accounts for just 2 2  per­
cent. The share employed in factories is even smal ler 
than that 22 percent suggests, not on ly because it 
inc ludes the labour- intensive construct ion sector, but 
a lso because a s izable port ion  of i ndustr ia l  emp loy­
ment i n  the low- i ncome countr ies i s  accounted for 
by the petty product ion  of i n forma l ,  se l f-emp loyed 
proletarian households.  
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S E RVICES A N D  S U P E R F L U ITY 

Many commentators wi l l  argue that the ongoing stag­
nat ion or  decl ine i n  manufactur ing employment, which 
we described above, is  noth ing to worry about .  I t  is  
supposedly a matter of a q uas i-natu ra l  evo lu t ion i n  
consumer demand , d riven by market forces. J ust as 
agricu l tu re comes to emp loy a decreas ing  share of 
the workforce, s i nce there are l im its to g rowth i n  the 
demand for food , so too with manufacturing : there are 
supposedly l im its to the demand for goods (apparent ly, 
there is, however, a l im it less demand for services) . The 
resu lt ,  accord ing to th is perspective, is  that over t ime, a 
r is ing demand for services wi l l  dynamical ly pu l l  workers 
into the service sector, j ust as in an earl ier  phase work­
ers were pu l led into the industr ial sector. 

I n  real ity, the dynam ic d raw of manufactur ing d u ri ng  
i ndustr ial isat ion was un ique  to that sector. To manu­
factu re someth ing is  to take a good - or  to transform 
a service, such as d ishwash ing ,  i nto a good, such as 
a d ishwasher - and to produce that good in a factory, 
accord ing to ever-more effic ient techn iques.  It is the 
resu l t ing r ise in  the effic iency of product ion with in  the 
space of the factory that rapid ly lowers costs of pro­
duction i n  manufactur ing l i nes. That leads, in  turn ,  to 
a rap id fal l  i n  relative prices. Markets for manufactu res 
expand ,  making poss ib le a d ramat ic expansion of out­
put. Concomitant ly, huge masses of human ity are pu l led 
into work i n  manufacturi ng  l i nes. That is  the key to the 
dynam ic g rowth of manufactur ing output and employ­
ment: the former is very rap id ,  and that is  why, i n  sp ite 
of h igh  rates of labou r  product iv ity g rowth ,  the latter 
expands, rais ing the manufactur ing employment share. 

The same does not take place in the service sector. 
Services are precisely the sorts of activit ies that cannot 
be - or have not yet been - subst ituted by goods. I n  
services, labour  productivity tends to  i ncrease s lowly 

An Identical Abject-Subject? 285 



if at a l l ,  and concom itant ly, pr ices fo l low the  same 10 The fact that th i s  

trajectory. I n  fact , as long as real wages are ris ing ,  the 
relative pr ice of serv ices wi l l  i tself tend to i ncrease. 
S ince relative prices do not fal l  d ramatical ly, there is 
no impetus for markets for services to expand rapid ly. 
Hence, there is no dynamic tendency to d ramatical ly 
expand output and thus to d raw lots of labour i nto 
the sector; i nstead , employment i n  the service sector 
expands slowly. 

On this basis, it is possible to describe a major distinction 
between phases of industria l isat ion and de industrial i ­
sat ion in  the h istory of  capital ist societies. Dur ing the 
former phase, the demand for  labour i n  industry - not 
dur ing busts, but at least during booms - was very h igh .  
That affected the ent ire labour market, d im in ish ing slack, 
reducing the size of the surplus populat ion and increas­
ing workers' bargain ing  power. Once industrial isat ion 
went into reverse, the industrial sector became, a long­
s ide ag r icu l ture ,  another sou rce of g rowing  slack in 
the labour  market, i ncreas ing the surplus popu lat ion 
and reducing workers ' bargain ing  power. Al l  the whi le ,  
the demand for labou r  i n  services has been charac­
teristical ly low. It has expanded, but s lowly, due to the 
fact that more labour is general ly needed to increase 
service-sector output ,  which is itself g rowing slowly. 
The sh ift from i ndustr ia l isat ion to de industr ia l isat ion 
is necessari ly the sh ift from an economy that g rows 
rap id ly, with big booms and busts, to one that g rows 
slowly, tend ing towards stagnat ion .  In such a context, 
booms and busts are g iven merely by f inancia l  bub­
b les  be ing  b lown up  and deflated around the  world by 
surp lus capital . 1 0 

There is a coro l lary to th is theory, which explai ns why 
a large portion of the surplus population ends up in 
the service sector, part icu larly i n  the low-wage,  super­
explo ited sect ion and in the i nformal ,  se lf-exp lo i t ing 
sect ion .  As service work tends to be labour- intensive, 
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a large p roport ion of the f inal costs are made u p  of 
wages. Because real wages do not usual ly fal l  across 
the economy, it is  d ifficu lt  for service sector fi rms to 
lower the i r  costs on a regu lar basis (general tenden­
cies towards fal l i ng costs in  industry and agriculture are 
due to increases in the effic ient use of more expensive 
labour). This resu lts i n  a relatively low level of output 
g rowth i n  services. But precisely for that reason, when 
workers are expel led from other sectors, i t  i s  possi­
b le to get much cheaper workers i nto serv ices - as 
those d iscarded as surplus wi l l  usual ly have to accept 
a lower wage leve l .  This lowers costs and al lows for 
some expansion i n  demand for, and output of, services. 
In the service sector, there is  g reater room to expand 
the market by lower ing wages.  By contrast, in most 
manufactur ing activit ies, wages make up  only a smal l  
port ion of the final cost of the product, so there is  less 
room for manoeuvre. 

Of course ,  t h i s  doesn ' t  mean that each and every 
spec if ic serv ice stands n o  chance of becom i n g  a 
basis for dynamic growth .  Many jobs which were once 
performed as serv ices have been at least part ia l l y  
turned i nto manufactu red commod it ies i n  the course 
of capital ist h istory, e ither for the ind iv idual household 
or for col lective spaces. As mentioned above, the ser­
vice of wash ing clothes by hand was replaced by the 
washing mach ine ,  i n  people's homes or i n  launderettes. 
The transformat ion of serv ices i nto goods is part of 
i ndustr ial isat ion ,  wh ich transforms activ it ies, making  
t hem amenable to  constant increases o f  productivity 
in what Marx called the " real subsumption of the labour 
p rocess" ,  open ing  up  markets and al lowing for long­
term growth .  

Whi le  i t  i s  d ifficu l t  to ident ify a prec ise and determi­
nate " log ic" as to why some activit ies become real ly 
subsumed and others do not, the fact that certain activi­
t ies requ i re de l icate work or d i rect human contact, and 
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therefore must remain labour- intensive, is clearly key. 1 1  Not a l l  of these sorts 

There appears always to be a remainder of such activ i­
t ies ,  an assortment of d ifferent iated tasks, mostly in 
services. 1 1  I nsofar as services rema in  serv ices, they 
tend predominantly to be a source only of "abso lute" ,  
and not  " relative" surp lus  value .  Th is is s imply another 
way of saying that there are l im its to raisi ng  productiv­
ity. Consequently, econom ies that are "post- industr ia l" 
and concentrated around  service work tend to be 
low-growth .  

I n  such condit ions,  it is  imperative for  capita l ists to get 
as much out of the i r  workers as possib le ,  by increas ing 
the du ration or intensity of  labour. To some extent, the 
prerequ isite for the existence of  many jobs becomes 
pressur ised work cond i t ions .  If super-exp lo ited sec­
tors take up a g rowing  share of the labour market, 
this also puts downward pressure on al l wages, and 
increases insecur ity, as workers lose barga in ing power 
and bosses are emboldened to demand ever more flex­
ib i l ity. With th is ,  the door is  opened for a whole range 
of abuses to be un leashed upon the worker - sexual , 
emotional and psychological ,  as wel l  as the steal i ng  or 
retent ion of wages and chron ic overworking .  Certain 
posit ions, such as that of the low-wage service sector 
worker, thus appear as a kind of special category of 
surp lus worker, akin to the i nformal ly self-employed i n  
low- income countr ies (and i n  h igh  income countr ies 
over the past decade or  so). Low-wage service work­
ers must become extreme self-exp lo iters, as wel l  as 
be ing super-explo i ted,  if they are to get work. Many 
of these jobs (de l iveries, house-clean ing ,  supermarket 
baggers, and so on) can on ly exist because the wages 
of the people performing the service are a fract ion of 
what those consuming the service are paid.  Thus, the 
condit ion for find ing a job i n  a g rowing service sector is  
often accepting a s ign ificantly lower than average wage. 
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S U R PLUS P O P U LAT I O N S  A N D  U N E M PLOY M E NT 

As is now hopefu l ly apparent,  the tendency towards 12 Marx ,  Capital, vo l .  1 

increasing superfluity is not a tendency towards a lit- (MEcw 35), p. 637. 

era/ extrusion of a part of the working class from the 
economy. Surp lus  workers st i l l  need to buy at least 
some of what they need to survive, and therefore they 
must earn or acqu i re money in order to l ive. Those who 
are produced as surplus to the needs of capital may 
sti l l  receive wages in super-exploited sectors, or they 
may be informally self-employed and thus self-exploit ing 
(since they lack access to capital). 

Marx clarif ies some of these points in  his d iscussion of 
the "stagnant surplus populat ion" .  One cannot read h is  
account without th inking of  the g lobal informal economy, 
much of which wou ld have been included, in Marx's t ime, 
under the rubr ic of home-work or "domestic industry" .  
The stagnant surp lus populat ion : 

forms a part of the active labour market, but with 
extremely i rregular employment. Hence it offers capi ­
ta l  an inexhaust ib le reservoi r  of  d isposable labour. Its 
cond it ions of l ife s ink below the average normal level 
of the worki ng class, and it is precisely th is  which 
makes it a b road foundat ion for special  b ranches 
of cap ita l ist explo i tat ion .  It is  character ised by a 
maximum of working t ime and a m in imum of wages. 
We have al ready become fam i l iar with its ch ief form 
under the rubric of "domestic industry" . . .  Its extent 
grows in  proport ion as, with the growth in  the extent 
and energy of accum u lat ion ,  the creat ion of a sur­
p lus popu lation also advances. But it forms at the 
same t ime a self-reproduc ing and self-perpetuat ing 
e lement of the working class, taking a proport ional ly 
greater part in  the general increase of that class than 
the other e lements. 1 2  
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It wou ld thus be a m istake to identify surp lus popu­
lat ions with " the unemp loyed" .  Th is  category is ,  to 
some extent, an art ifact of 20th century h igh- income 
countr ies'  provis ion of unemployment insurance. I n  the 
1 9th century, as i n  most low- income countr ies today, 
"be ing unemployed" in th is  sense was s imply not an 
opt ion .  Unemployment insurance d id  not exist - and 
today covers few workers in low- income countries - so 
workers could not afford to be without work for long : 
they needed to f ind employment as soon as poss ib le ,  
regard less of the  degree to wh ich the i r  labour was 
demanded by capital .  If there was no  demand,  they 
needed to set u p  shop for themselves, without any 
employer - by picking through rags, for example.  

I n  the h igh- income countr ies, the category of "unem­
ployment" is currently be ing undermined once again ,  
and  appears as  increas ing ly less defined . As  a general 
tendency, the welfare state has been d ramatically trans­
formed, such that unemployment benefit, typical ly paid 
to a part of the workforce structu ra l ly excluded from 
employment, has tended to g ive way to means-tested 
benefits. These are meant to supplement and support 
incomes on ly  at the  very lowest end of the emp loy­
ment scale, rather than support those s imply without 
work, and are contribut ing to major  i ncreases in  low­
wage, service sector employment. Th is t ransformat ion 
is  of course occurr ing at d ifferent paces i n  d ifferent 
h i gh- i ncome countr ies. I n  many European countr ies, 
protect ions have remained in  p lace much longer, pre­
vent ing the bottom from ent irely fal l i ng out of the labour 
market. For that reason,  a major  "jobs gap" opened 
up between the us and U K  on the one hand, and con­
t inental Europe on the other, wherein the latter have 
experienced h igher  unemployment rates, as wel l  as 
lower rates of labour force part ic ipation ,  part icu larly for 
women. This gap can be explained enti rely i n  re lat ion to 
the relative lack of service-sector employment i n  conti­
nental Europe, and in  part icu lar, low-wage employment. 
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The service sector share of emp loyment is lowest in 13 The serv ice sector 

Germany and Italy, at around 70 percent, as compared share of emp loyment 

to the us, UK,  and France, at around 80 percent. 1 3 is a lso lower 1 n  Japan ,  

at  70 percent. 

Addit ional ly, i n  the g lobal economy - in which mobi le 
flows of surplus capital d isc ip l ine states - high- income 14 Th is  i s  less t rue  

states must do everyth ing they can to prevent outr ight of the low- income 

unemployment ,  and thus unemployment prov is ions ,  countr ies ,  i n  wh i ch  

f rom growing too d ramatical ly. Welfare expend i tures, there are bas ica l ly  

which are u l t imately funded from tax receipts, must be no socia l  p rotect ions ,  

kept to a m in imum to avo id worry ing bondholders and and where over ha l f  

taxpayers. Cu rrent U K  government pol icy, for example ,  of the labour  force i s  

is to t ry to erad icate, as far as poss ib le ,  poss ib i l i t ies often i nforma l ,  with 

for unemp loyment  as any kind of stable category, only a port ion of th i s  

transform ing welfare i nto workfare. As a result ,  i n  the popu lat ion ever  ex-

h igh- income countries, many workers fal l  in and out of perienc i ng  the fl u i d ity 

relative superf lu ity du ring the i r  l ifet ime,  due both to the to move either i nto, 

i ncreasing f lex ib i l isat ion of the labour market and its or out of, the formal 

destab i l isat ion of categories of employment at a struc- sector. 

tural leve l ,  as wel l  as the fal l i ng  demand for labou r. 1 4 

Beg inn i ng  from the ident ificat ion of specif ic social sub­
jects typical ly means reach ing for pre-packaged figures 
who s ign ify to the popular imag inary a s imple economic 
marg inal ity, such as the slum dwel ler. But "the surp lus 
popu lat ion" cannot be so eas i ly  identified .  Though d if­
ferential posit ions in relat ion to the labour process can 
certain ly  be empi rical ly identif ied and taxonom ised ac­
cord ing to types and degrees of "surpl usness", it is nec­
essary to fi rst ident ify the broader log ic at p lay, before 
mapping the complexly variegated ways in  which th is  
log ic p lays out ;  none of  th is permits a stra ightforward 
identif icat ion of surp lusness with a s ingu lar social sub­
ject or  group. 1 5 As we have seen ,  what fac i l itates the 
increas ing production of workers as surp lus is capital 's 
dual tendency towards both overaccumu lat ion and an 
i ncrease in the productivity of labour, which in turn de­
crease the number of workers needed to perform many 
tasks. But from their i n it ia l  condit ion as surp lus ,  these 
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workers may turn out to compose just a "float ing"  sur­
p lus populat ion - being reabsorbed i nto product ion at 
some later point - or go on to subsist in one or another 
relatively stagnant part of the economy (the latter is ,  of 
course, much more common in  low-income countr ies) .  
I n  ne ither case are surp lus workers necessari ly e ither 
unemployed or unproductive of surp lus-val ue .  And at 
a general level "surp lus popu lat ion"  refers to a large ,  
massively varied part of  the populat ion,  characterised 
by a l l  sorts of i nternal d iv is ions and strat ificat ions,  al l 
sorts of relat ions to the labour  process. 

AN I D E NT I CAL ABJ ECT-S U BJ ECT? 

On the one hand, th is relatively s imp le  theory of the 
tendential product ion of surplus popu lat ion can he lp  
g reat ly i n  expla i n i ng  various  key aspects of the pre­
sent g lobal s ituat ion .  It g ives us a basis for explain i ng  
de industr ial isat ion ,  the relative growth of  services, the  
spread of  forms of  insecu re and flexib le labour, and the  
numerous abuses for  wh ich  th is opens the way. I n  tu rn ,  
these tendencies i ntensify and exacerbate the d ifficu lty 
of un ify ing the working class under the hegemony of the 
industrial worker, i n  the way trad it ional Marxism antici­
pated ; it thus g ives us a basis for explain i ng  the cr is is 
of the left and present strategic pred icaments. It also 
seems to offer an explanat ion for dec l in ing growth rates 
over recent decades, as relative surplus value-producing 
labour has become a d im in ish ing share of g lobal labour. 
There are other th ings we cou ld  add to th is l ist too, for 
i nstance : the d ifficu lty of states balancing between wel­
fare demands and those of markets ; the format ion of 
mega-sl ums ;  post- industrial forms of u rban ism. Or, on 
the other s ide :  "financia l isat ion" ,  "neo l iberal i sm" ,  and 
so on .  I nsofar as these combined tendencies sketch out 
the major dynamics and out l ines of the present g lobal 
s ituat ion ,  we take the theory of surplus populat ions to 
be an important reference point in fram ing the present. 
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On the other hand, when a theory has clear explana­
tory power, it can be tempting to sl ide into a sort of 
conceptual overreach,  where the theory is presumed 
to expla in th ings which it real ly can't expla in ,  or  to say 
th ings which it doesn't .  It may be the case that Marxists 
have part icu larly bad habits on th is leve l : for example ,  

"capital" o r  "subsumpt ion" are concepts that are often 
reached for too hasti ly, cal led upon to do more explana­
tory work than they are actual ly able to. For a theory 
to have real explanatory power, one has to be able to 
ident ify its l im its c learly and honestly - to say what it 
cannot, as wel l as what it can, exp la in .  

What seems to be a standard m is i nterpretat ion or 
over-extens ion of the theory of surp lus popu lat ion is 
characterised by a hypostatisat ion of "the surplus popu­
lat ion" as a s ingu lar socia l  subject, with the apparent 
imp l icat ion that this may be viewed as the new revo­
lut ionary agent, or at least that it is the agent beh ind 
various forms of contemporary strugg le .  This i nvolves 
a conceptual s l i ppage between general tendency and 
part icu lar  soc io log ical o r  emp i rica l  cases. Wh i l e  i t  
wou ld  of course u l t imately be false to separate the two, 
it is also important not to identify them too immediately 
or  s imp l istical ly. Thus, the theory of surp lus popu lat ion 
does not i nvolve some kind of neo-Bakun i n ite roman­
t ic isat ion of a surp lus subject "more rad ical" or  "more 
dangerous" than the organised working class ; nor does 
it i nvolve a read ing of present strugg les as those of 
some "surp lus" subject. 

ABJ ECTI O N  

Such th inking was in  t he  a i r  i n  d iscussions around the 
201 1 Engl ish riots, which we analysed at some length 
in  Endnotes 3. Briefly revis it i ng problematics that were 
at p lay at that t ime wi l l  he lp us to f lesh out and specify 
these points about surp lus populat ion .  
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It seemed back then that for some the riots shou ld be 16 Marx h i m se l f  even 

read as a rebe l l ion of "the surplus populat ion" .  However, extends  th i s  category 

such read ings appeared in some ways a s imp le - and to orphans and the 

d isconcert ing - invers ion of standard and react ionary e lde rly !  

interpretat ions of such events, stoked by mainstream 
media, which held the riots to be the work of a d isor- 17  I nfo rmal ity i s  usu ­

derly and dangerous "underclass" .  The latter is  l itt le a l ly  d ist i n g u ished 

more than a pseudo-concept ,  an ideolog ical gener­
al isation from the ungeneral isable .  For th is  reason, it 
cannot s imply be i nverted i nto someth ing posit ive that 
one m ight valorise. 

And, i n  any case, it was clear that the Brit ish u rban poor 
who came out on the streets cou ld not be straightfor­
ward ly identified with the concept of surplus populat ion.  
Fi rst of a l l ,  as we have a l ready seen, the concept of 
surp lus-popu lat ion is  relatively non-specif ic i n  socio­
logical terms. It can apply to a large variety of workers, 
some of whom are ful ly employed but super-exploited, 
others of whom are underemployed or i nformal ly self­
employed. It is  reasonable to surmise that a substantial 
port ion of the Brit ish working class is  relatively "surplus" 
in  one sense or another. 1 6 Nor can the ident ity of the 
Br it ish u rban poor be easi ly captu red under specif ic 
categories of surp lusness, such as "the unemployed" .  
Wh i le unemployment of  cou rse tends to be h igher  i n  
poor  u rban areas, the unemp loyment rate i n  Br i ta in 
has been relatively low in  recent years, compared to 
other European countr ies ,  and a majority of the u rban 
poor - and of those who rioted - were either employed 
or in fu l l  t ime educat ion. Nor cou ld they be s imply identi­
fied with " informal ity" , i n  terms of the "g rey economy", 
or  with i l legal ity, i n  terms of the "b lack economy" . Early 
react ionary claims that most of the rioters were involved 
in  cr iminal gangs pred ictably proved unfounded. 17 And 
as we have al ready seen ,  it doesn't make sense to see 
the u rban poor as "surp lus" i n  the stronger sense of 
being excluded from the economy per se. 
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Another often ideolog ical concept that gets thrown 
around when people d iscuss the u rban poor is that of 
the ghetto. This has related connotations to the ideas of 
superflu ity that we have already d iscussed : the ghetto 
is conceived as a sort of social dustb in  where the sub­
proletariat is thrown, where state agents often fear to 
go and where the market is absent. The concept of the 
ghetto s ign ifies superf lu ity, exter iority to the (formal) 
economy, and also tends to l i nk  the latter up with the 
concept of race. Ghettos are, of course, a real ity in 
some parts of the world .  But  the B ri t ish u rban poor 
do not l ive i n  ghettos i n  anyth ing other than a meta­
phorical sense: poor Brit ish housing estates are smal l ,  
often ethn ical ly m ixed , i ncorporated i nto t he  b roader 
cit ies in  wh ich they are p laced, and managed as wel l  as 
patro l led by the state. They are not surp lus or external 
in  any s imple sense to either the state or  the market. 

If we can say unproblematical ly that what we've been 
cal l ing the "urban poor" were a key active agent in 201 1 ,  
th is on ly works because th is  is a weak, vague, merely 
descriptive category. As soon as we try to apply the 
more techn ical ly specific category of surp lus popu la­
t ion here, we run i nto problems. Of course, it was not 
completely i rrat ional to want to do so: there was a sort 
of intu itive "fit" at least at the level of representat ional 
th ink ing .  The palpable,  d is ruptive p resence of strata 
of people on the street who are habitua l ly cast out ,  
excluded i n  various ways, was one of the most str ik ing 
aspects of 201 1 .  

Th is confronted us with th ree questions.  Fi rstly, how 
to theorise the social subjects who came out i n  revolt 
i n  20 10- 1 1 ,  and to identify the ways in  which these 
people real ly do appear as "excluded" or marg inal ,  with­
out col lapsing this into the general pol it ical-economic 
logic of the production of a surp lus popu lat ion? Sec­
ond ly, how to rel i nk  th is  exclus ion or marg inal ity with 
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the concept of surp lus popu lat ion once it has been 
d istingu ished from it? Th i rd ly, how might these matters 
be related to deeper problems of revolut ionary subjec­
tivity and organ isat ion? 

It is  c lear  when look ing at  the h istory of u rban riots i n  
Britain that they are d ist inct ly period isable, and  that the 
period of the real emergence of their modern form is - as 
are so many th ings - contemporary with the capital ist 
restructur ing that has occurred since the 1 970s. If the 
tendential production of a surplus popu lation at a g lobal 
level g ives us some basis for explai n ing this period of 
restructur ing ,  then this tendency could presumably be 
l i nked with the emergence of the modern u rban riot in 
th is per iod, without necessari ly need ing to establ ish an 
immed iate ident ity between u rban rioters and "surp lus 
populat ion" as a s imp le and coherent socia l  subject. 

S ince the 1 970s, we have of course seen g rowing and 
general is ing insecurity, as stable industrial employment 
has given way to emp loyment by the state and the 
service sector. But these developments were uneven, 
h itt ing some sect ions of the working class before oth­
ers. Prior to B ritai n 's fu l l -scale de industr ia l isat ion ,  the 
Br it ish working class was of course strat if ied, with a 
more insecure, i nformal ,  racial ised stratum at the bot­
tom , prone to being ejected from employment in  t imes 
of economic stress, such as occurred throughout the 
1 970s: a classic industrial reserve army. These workers, 
at the racial ised marg ins of the organ ised working class, 
were some of the fi rst to fee l  the crisis of the 1 970s. 
They were h i t  d isproport ionately by unemployment and 
they were not to be re-employed i n  newly emergent 
l i nes of p roduct ion,  s ince these l i nes did not i n  fact 
employ many people. 

If surplus populat ion is  usefu l anywhere in  th is h istory 
in identifying an immed iate sociological real ity, it is here, 
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where it can be used to d ist ingu ish a part icu lar stratum 
in  relat ion to the rest of the working class. However, i n  
interpret ing the de industria l isat ion that real ly  kicked in  
from th is po int  on ,  it is necessary to move beyond the 
strictly po l i t ical-econom ic  leve l  on  wh ich th is  theory 
is forged. This is because the t im ing and character of 
B ritai n 's de industr ia l isat ion are i nextricable from the 
part icu lar  dynamics of  class st rugg le  i n  B ritai n ,  and 
from the pol it ical mediat ions of  th is  strugg le .  Though 
Britai n 's industrial base had long been in  dec l i ne ,  its 
trash i ng  by the Thatcher  government was pushed 
through act ively, at  least i n  part for  strateg ic reasons. 
If the insecure marg ins of the workforce g rew i n  Eng­
land from the 1 970s onwards, th is is not completely 
reduc ib le to the general g lobal tendency towards the 
production of a surp lus populat ion .  We need reference 
to the specific pol it ical med iat ions,  even if this general 
tendency can help i nform our understand ing of what is 
being mediated by such mediat ions.  

It is amongst these pressu rised sect ions of the working 
class - the more insecure, informal , racia l ised stratum ,  
which strugg led to be reabsorbed by  the labour  mar­
ket - that the riot became part icu larly prominent as a 
mode of strugg le ,  from the m id to late 1 970s, and it 
seems reasonable to hypothesise that th is  newfound 
prominence is d i rectly related to the absence of possi­
b i l it ies for " normal " ,  regu latory, demands-making of the 
corporat ist type. In  developments d ialectically entwined 
with the strugg les of this sect ion of the worki ng class, 
the pol ice in th is  period increas ing ly deve loped new 
tactics of repression specif ical ly targeted at poor u rban 
neighbou rhoods. One m ight even say that the riot and 
its repression became a sort of proxy way in which class 
re lat ions were reg u lated ,  in  the absence of the "nor­
mal" mode of regu lation exercised by wage bargain i ng ,  
etc. Th is  is not a perverse po in t :  h istorical ly riots have 
pushed demands towards wh ich the state has made 
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concessions. Th is proved true of 201 1 just as it d id  of 1a See ' B rown v. Fergu-

1 98 1 ; more recently it has proved true i n  the us,  after 
the 201 4 Ferguson riots. 1 8 

son' , i n  th i s  i ssue ,  for 

an ana lys is .  

I n  Endnotes 3 we termed the social logic of st igmatisa- 19 Tyle r, Revolting Sub-

tion associated with such developments "abjection" - a  
concept borrowed from Imogen Tyler 's recent book 
Revolting Subjects. 1 9 With i ts  in  some ways dubious 
provenance, we were not especial ly fond of th is  term,  
but it seemed nonetheless qu ite appropriate as a name 
for certain problematics with which we were grappl ing .20 

What was usefu l was that th is  term named a part icu lar 
kind of abstract structure in  which someth ing is cast off, 
marked as cont ingent or lowly, without actual ly be ing 
exter iorised . The relevance of such a structure here 
shou ld be obvious :  the i n it ia l ly racial ised commun it ies 
subject to the forms of oppression that develop through 
th is period are social ly marked as a problem - or even 
as a sort of reject ion from the healthy core of the body 
pol it ic - without being l iteral ly exteriorised in  any sense 
from either economy or state. Pol ice repression looms 
large in  the immed iate experience of abject ion i n  th is  

jects: Social Abjec-

lion and Resis tance 

in Neoliberal Britain 

(Zed Books 2013). 

Tyle r  has deve loped 

th is as a genera l ­

pu rpose category of 

psycho-soc ia l  theory, 

th rough a cr i t ica l  

engagement with 

Georges Batai l l e  

and J u l i a  Kr i steva, 

d i stanc ing  herse l f  

espec ia l ly  f rom the 

latter's reactionary 

po l i t i cs .  

sense, but the term is also intended to captu re broader 20 We a lso dep loyed 

social processes, such as the moral crusades of reac- the term 'abject '  as a 

t ionary press, or the constant obsessing of pol it ic ians name for some par-

over the various fai led subjects of the nat ion .  These are t i  a l ly  ana logous - but  

not s imply unconnected moments ;  concrete connec- by no  means i dent i -

t ions between al l  of them could be art icu lated such that ca l - structures ,  i n  

we see a part icu lar socio-pol it ical pattern of oppression.  'The Log ic  of Gender', 

It seems that abjection may be relatable, in a mediated 
way, to the production and management of a surp lus 
popu lat ion i n  that specif ic h istor ical moment of the 
1 970s, as the restructur ing began .  But the med iat ions 
requ i re carefu l art icu lat ion .  After a l l - though there was 
at least a s ign ificant overlap - the st igmatised u rban 
commun it ies who were the "p rimary abjects" of th is  
new style  of po l ic ing were of course not composed 
exc l us ively of workers at the marg i ns  of i ndustr ia l  
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employment. Moreover, as Britain de industria l ised, and 
as broader g lobal tendencies towards the production of 
surplus populat ion were felt part icu larly in  a generalised 
decomposit ion of the worki ng c lass, the associat ion of 
these typical ly racial ised commun it ies with a specifically 
reserve army function decl ined. Unemployment became 
h igh ly general ised i n  the Brit ish economy, to then be 
s lowly superseded by a h igh ly flex ib i l ised and insecure 
labour  market. Whi le  th is associat ion of racia l ised mar­
g ins  of the worki ng class with a reserve army funct ion 
d im i n ished, pol ice repression of the poor mounted. 

If the development of new styles of pol ic ing might be 
part ia l ly l i nked to the management of a surp lus popu la­
t ion at the outset then, th is t ie becomes increas ing ly 
tenuous as we get into the 1 980s and 90s.  One m ight 
speak of a developing "autonomisation" of the apparatus 
of repression and its related st igmat is ing and racia l is­
i ng log ics. By th is we mean that an apparatus which 
i n it ia l ly seems to apply i n  part icu lar to clear, economi­
ca l ly  marg ina l ,  parts of the class, becomes d issociated 
from that strict funct ion. Wh i le  those who are subject 
to these processes of abjection come to symbol ise the 
l im its of affi rmable class, these l im its are i n  actual ity 
unstable,  sh ift ing and i l l -defi ned.  They become more a 
socio-pol it ical ,  or perhaps socio-cultural , than a pol i t i ­
cal-economic construct. If th is  is the case, it is doubtfu l 
whether we are l i kely to have any luck construct ing the 
object of th is apparatus i n  purely pol it ical-economic 
terms. Who is "abjected" then? We m ight provis ional ly 
reply, somewhat tauto logical ly :  those who are defined 
as such by the fact that they are the object of these 
processes of repression .  There i s  no  part icu lar  pre­
exist i ng  trait or  social categorisat ion which must ,  i n  
itself, necessarily o r  inevitably mark one out a s  a n  object 
of these processes, which is not to say that certa in 
soc ia l  categories do not end up  being reproduced i n  
such posit ions .  Abject ion is  closely re lated - though 
not identical - to racia l isat ion .  
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If the mechan isms of abject ion could once be related 21 I ndeed ,  from another  

to a certa in funct ion in  the state's management of the perspect ive - that of a 

i n secu re marg i ns  of the i ndustr ia l  worki ng class, as specu lat ive pro letar-

the object of that management d iss ipates social ly, the i an  un i ty - one  may 

funct ion itself would seem to be th rown into quest ion .  v iew such  deve lop-

I f someth ing is being "managed" through abject ion ,  it is ments as a matter of 

no longer self-evident exact ly what, by who, or  to what pu re dysfunct ion .  

end. We have bl ind social patterns of st igmatisation and 
oppression which are qu ite general , and can thus not 
be viewed as the work of some conspi racy. And we also 
have the cont inu ing operat ion of formal ised structu res 
of power and oppression with in  these patterns, with 
pol ice,  pol i t ic ians and media p lay ing important active 
roles - though general ly i n  part responding to the very 
real sent iments of the cit izen ry. I n  the process a new 
kind of "function"  may be perceived, as the general ised 
i nsecurity of the post- i ndustr ia l  workforce is  exacer-
bated by the wan ing of so l idarit ies here, and people al l  
too read i ly turn on each other. But this is "funct ional"  
on ly i n  a perverse sense : it is  the product of no design 
or i ntent ; a purely " i rrat ional" outcome, a lbeit  one which 
can i n  some ways prove useful  to capital and state 
after the fact , i nsofar as it further d isempowers the i r  
potential antagon ists.2 1  

If we are  now speaking of  the subjects of "abject ion"  
rather than "surp lus popu lat ion"  here ,  how about the 
abject as a socia l  subject? These developments s ign ify, 
however, not the creat ion of a new form of social (or 
potential ly, revo l ut ionary) subject, but rather the prob­
lem of any class subject at  all. In itself, that which is 
abjected wou ld  seem to be by defi n i t ion unaffi rmable, 
unun ifiab le ,  for it is not a posit ive existence of its own, 
but merely the negative of someth ing else. Those who 
are abjected are not someth ing other than the prole­
tariat. More often than not they are workers, students 
etc. On ly, they are workers, students etc who are v i l if ied, 
cast beyond the pale of social respectab i l ity. These 
developments represent problems for the constitut ion 
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of a un ified class subject ; indeed, they are d i rect expres­
s ions of the decomposit ion of the class. The abject is 
projected as a sort of l im it-concept of aff irmable social 
c lass, i n  an operat ion where that c lass is itself nega­
t ively defi ned aga inst what has been abjected .  "We 
are not l i ke them"  replaces " the workers u n ited w i l l  
never be defeated" .  And as  such ,  abject ion can have a 
somewhat fractal qual ity: not apply ing un iformly to one 
socia l  group,  but across and between socia l  groups, 
depend ing to some extent on where one stands in  the 
social landscape. There is always someone more abject 
than you .  

This is not someth ing that shou ld be  valorised or roman­
t ic ised,  or  projected as the posit ive basis for some 
future social subject. If it is a cu rse to be reduced to 
the proletarian, it is doubly so to be abjected.  Neither 
surp lus populat ion nor the abject provide any u l t imate 
answer to the prob lem of revo lu t ionary agency, but  
both describe aspects of the prob lem,  and it is wi th 
the problem that we must start .  What seems c lear  is 
that whatever shape a futu re un ity of the class could 
take, it is not one that is  l i kely to be hegemon ised by 
an advanced industrial worker ;  though it seems equal ly 
clear that no "abject" or "surp lus" subject offers itself 
up  as an obvious alternative. Nonetheless, the problem 
wi l l  cont inue to be confronted, as people i n  strugg le 
stra in to compose and extend some un ity in  order to 
push forwards .  And the comb inatory p rocesses of 
strugg le can be end lessly generat ive. 
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"I could see Baltimore through the window and it was a very interesting mo· 
ment because it was not quite daylight and a neon sign indicated to me 
every minute the change of time, and naturally there was heavy traffic and 
I remarked to myself that exactly all that I could see, except for some trees 
in the distance, was the result of thoughts actively thinking thoughts, where 
the function played by the subjects was not completely obvious. In any case 
the so-called Dasein as a definition of the subject, was there in this rather 
intermittent or fading spectator. The best image to sum up the unconscious 
is Baltimore in the early morning." 
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