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EDITORIAL 

In 2006 we discover the planet is 3°C from meltdown. Cars everywhere, and an airport the size of Heathrow needs to be built 
every five years in order to keep pace with tourist demand. The amount of carbon dioxide in London amounts to nine million tons 
per year - which means the intake is close to a ton per inhabitant. It is clear to all that something must be done about global 
warming but the measures taken by the authorities control nothing. Those who make a living from the polluting economy offer up 
piecemeal solutions -they suggest chat for every air flight we should plant a tree or contribute to a charity chat invests in energy 
saving projects in developing countries; in this way we can 'offset' the damage. Meanwhile veins pop and sinews strain as the new 
breed of capitalist-friendly environmentalists desperately try to avoid the one simple, plain truth staring chem in the face: an 
economy based on the measurement of value as a form of wealth has reached the end of its life, and in its old age has a suicidal 
urge to cake everyone down with it - including the very pundits busy at its bedside operating the life support system. The plain 
truth the new eco-apologists seek to ignore is that the commodity economy is a system of domination - a 'tyranny of the triad' -
with commodity production, alienated labour and capital accumulation as-an-end-in-itself the three component and interactive 
parts, all essential for it to function. It is no coincidence chat Prince Charles' (01' Big Ears') advisor on polluting matters is the ever 
affable Jonathan Porritt, a sort of know-all toff who enjoys all the trimmings of power whilst speaking and writing about the 
pollution of the system he wants to save. Porritt seeks a sustainable green organic commodity exchange economy with value to 
remain in place as the arbiter of what lives or dies. A commodity without the excesses of its production is a contradiction Porritt 
has trouble understanding, but the simplicities he offers up find a welcome niche in places like The Independent newspaper, run 
mostly by home-county chinless wonders, replete with their SUVs and domestic servants for weekend breaks at the second home 
abroad. Porritt, like his masters, wants a clean-cut capitalism complete with royalty and all the privileges chat go with it. In 2006 
he cuts a sad figure. He knows things are bad but dares not say the system can't be reformed. Like the bandleader on The Titanic, 
he plays an important role, and gets paid amply - for helping to ameliorate the sense of panic and anguish on deck. But the 
problem itching away in the back of his head, that very modern problem feeding a neurosis that knows no cure, is the fact that the 
expensive detached pile, paid for through nice corporate consultancy fees and the like, won't be worth much under ten foot of 
water - and that's what will be left for the kids to inherit. Cameron, the latest multroon in charge of the Conservatives, has enlisted 
the services of Zac Goldsmith, the nice-buc-dim fop at the helm of The Ecologist (another case of clean-cue organic 'produce.') 
Goldsmith plays both games - on the one hand he is an environmentalist, concerned about the planet and the survival of a 
sustainable capitalist economy, and on the other busy enjoying the privileges of a wealthy background. A champagne charlie with 
green wellie-boots. 

As we have seen, the destruction of the rain-forests of Brazil, south-east Asia and Africa is having a dramatic effect on the world's 
weather. An area the size of Belgium is being destroyed every year in the Amazon rain forest, simply in order to plane Soya beans 
and graze beef cattle to keep the fast-food restaurants of Europe from running short. Multi-national companies like Cargill make a 
fortune from soya grown in the decimated Amazon basin region. The Brazilian government is incapable of stopping the culling of 
the trees and the populist Lula knows he has no solution to the problem except to make his zone of influence attractive to the 
markets - and thus kick-start a drive to create more jobs. Similarly, anyone with a heart (minus, usually, critical faculties) sits up 
and claps Chavez as he inaugurates a game of Keynesian musical chairs with the petro-dollar wealth of the region. In this way the 



vampire of capital with its insatiable greed is kept alive a little longer, until there's nothing left of the planet to burn. All the while 
in Africa, a social catastrophe on an unimaginable scale unfolds. Paradoxically, this is because the absence of the structuring 
principle of capital means the logic of valorization is unable to operate - except in chose condemned regions where it's free to 
dematerialize the earth of it's mineral riches. 
In response to these crises, the European and North American Left hitch up the wagon wherever it can. This was illustrated in 2004 
when the American Left Turn magazine's reporter swooned over the 'maquis' in Falluja, as if the catastrophe unfolding in chat part of 
the world is some kind of opportunity on the scale of Spain in 1936. T his year all eyes are on the Left-wing renaissance in South 
America, because the self-same commentators are unable or unwilling to say anything seriously new about the social crisis 'at home' 
(resorting instead to hopeful clich�s about the working class 'sleeping giant.') For many on the Left, a serious attempt to understand 
how value itself constitutes the primary form of social mediation in society is a step too far. Instead, they clap from the sidelines any 
sign of 'resistance' (reactionary or progressive) and think that the solution is to demand better and more sophisticated commodities 
for everyone everywhere. Such an analysis is for all to see in any Left-wing newspaper, journal or slogan you care to mention. 

And so 2006 is full of bad omens - the horrific wars in Iraq and Lebanon, the sabre-rattling between Iran and the United States, 
Hamas to power in Palestine - these events do not promise a dousing of the flames but rather a very incendiary addition. 
Competing fundamentalisms north and south add even more fuel to the fire. Everyday life decomposes all around us: murders, 
torture, domestic violence of all kinds - both at home and abroad - go to demonstrate that barbarism is on the rise. In short, we 
are witnessing the collapse of all values except one, - the upholding of value itself, so dear to all chose who want a society based on 
work to continue. In fact the only way out is for alienating work itself to be abolished - by those who have to endure it (everyone!) 
Stress, neurosis and nausea hit all classes, just like pollution. 

For our part, we welcome a dialogue with all those who know the system is beyond saving and so must be dismantled - before it 
is too late. Many resist the Porritts and the Goldsmiths, who whine that the modern production system is un-reformable, that we 
must find an accommodation with it best we can. Decent critics of such nonsense are often at home on the traditional Left, but we 
have to point out that continually repeating the mantras of a by-gone age gets us nowhere. For the Left, the solution is always to 
re-orientate value more 'rationally' and so calls are made for everyone to rally uncritically to slogans such as 'the right to work is a 
human right.' With ecological catastrophe everywhere, people are increasingly waking up to the fact that such perspectives are in 
fact regressive. It is essential we apply the brakes before it is too late. 

"Oops we helped ruin the planet - tourist book guide owners join to discourage 'casual flying'." The Guardian. 4 March 2006 

2 In house eco-pet of the liberal-left The Guardian newspaper, George 'four allotments' Monbiot equivocates over whether 
or not to support nuclear energy, worrying that 'the economy can't survive on renewable sources of energy alone'; 
Monbiot fails to notice the elephant in the sitting room. 

3 Terror of Labour' by Norbert Trenkle in Contributions to the Critique of Commodity Society Krisis/Chronos Publications 
(2002). 



RETHINKING 
THE CRITICAL 
THEORY OF 

CAPITALISM 

l WOULD LIKE TO OUTLINE WHY, IN MY 
JUDGMENT, A CRITICAL THEORY OF 
CAPITALISM IS NECESSARY TODAY, 
AND WHY SUCH A THEORY MUST BE 
DIFFERENT FROM TRADITIONAL 
CRITIQUES OF CAPITALISM. 

That is, I intend to critically interrogate some 
common understandings of the nature of the 
fundamental social relations of capitalism. I 
shall do so in a way that interprets the 
Marxian categories as categories of social form, 
thereby calling into question the familiar 
base/superstructure conceptual schema. 

The fundamental historical transformations 
of recent decades - such as the rollback of 
welfare states in the capitalist West, the 
collapse or fundamental metamorphosis of 
bureaucratic party states in the communist 
East, the apparently triumphant emergence of 
a neo-liberal global capitalist order, and the 
possible development of rivalries among 
competing capitalist blocs - have reasserted 
the central importance of historical dynamics 
and large scale global structural changes. 
Because these changes have included the 
dramatic collapse and final dissolution of the 
Soviet Union and European Communism, 
they have been interpreted by many as 
marking the historical end of Marxism and 
more generally, of the theoretical relevance of 
Marx's social theory. Nevertheless, the 
historical developments of recent decades have 
also made clear that an underlying dynamic of 
capitalism, understood socially and culturally 
as well as economically, has continued to exist 
in both East and West, and that the notion, 
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so prevalent in the decades following the 
Second World War, that the state could 
control that dynamic, was at best temporarily 
valid. This overt reemergence of the dynamic 
of capitalism not only calls into question 
theories of the primacy of the political as they 
were formulated during the postwar 'golden 
age' of capitalism, but also post-structuralist 
understandings of history as completely 
contingent. Moreover, it indicates that our 
understanding of democratic self
determination as promulgated by theories of 
civil society or the public sphere has to be 
re-thought. 

Recent historical transformations, then, 
suggest the importance of a renewed encounter 
with Marx's critique of political economy, for 
the problematic of historical dynamics and 
global structural changes is at the very heart of 
that critique. Nevertheless, the history of the 
last century also suggests that traditional 
Marxism is not fully adequate to the 
contemporary world and an adequate critical 
theory must differ in important and basic ways 
from traditional critiques of capitalism. 

By 'traditional Marxism' I do not mean a 
specific historical tendency in Marxism but, 
more generally, any analysis of capitalism 
essentially in terms of class relations rooted in 
private property relations and mediated by the 
market. Relations of domination are 
understood essentially in terms of class 
domination and exploitation within this 
general interpretive framework; socialism is 
understood primarily as a society 
characterized by the collective ownership of 
the means of production and centralized 

planning in an industrialized context: a just 
and consciously regulated mode of 
distribution adequate to industrial production. 

Although powerful economic, political, 
social, historical, and cultural analyses have 
been generated within this traditional 
framework, its limitations have become 
increasingly evident in the light of historical 
developments such as the rise and decline of 
"actually existing socialism" and state
interventionist capitalism, the growing 
importance of scientific knowledge and 
advanced technology in the process of 
production, growing criticisms of 
technological progress and growth, and the 
increased importance of non-class based social 
identities. They suggest that the traditional 
approach can no longer serve as an adequate 
basis for an emancipatory critical theory. 

Coming to terms with the inescapable and 
obvious centrality of capitalism in the world 
today, then, requires a reconceptualization of 
capital, one that breaks fundamentally with 
the traditional Marxist frame. It has become 
evident, considered retrospectively, that the 
social-political-economic-cultural 
configuration of capitalist hegemony has 
varied historically. From mercantilism, 
through nineteenth century liberal capitalism 
and twentieth century state centric Fordist 
capitalism to contemporary neo-liberal global 
capitalism, each configuration has elicited a 
number of penetrating critiques - of 
exploitation and uneven and inequitable 
growth, for example, or of technocratic, 
bureaucratic modes of domination. Each of 
these critiques however, is incomplete; as we 



now see, capitalism cannot be identified fully 
with any of its historical configurations. This 
raises the question of the core nature of the 
social formation. 

My work attempts to contribute to a 
critical understanding of that core of 
capitalism, one that is not limited to any one 
of that social formation's epochs. I argue that 
at the heart of capitalism is a historically 
dynamic process, associated with multiple 
historical configurations, which Marx sought 
to grasp with the category of capital. This 
core feature of the modern world must be 
grasped if a critical theory of capitalism is to 
be adequate to its object. Such an 
understanding of capitalism can only be 
achieved at a very high level of abstraction. It 
could then serve as a point of departure for an 
analysis of epochal changes in capitalism, as 
well as for the historically changing 
subjectivities expressed in historically 
determinant social movements. 

In attempting to rethink Marx's analysis of 
capitalism's most basic relations, I try to 
reconstruct the systematic character of Marx's 
categorical analysis rather than rely on 
statements by Marx without reference to their 
locus in the unfolding of his mode of 
presentation. I argue that the categories of 
Marx's mature critique are historically specific 
to modern or capitalist society. This 'turn' to a 
notion of historical specificity implicitly 
entailed a notion of the historical specificity 
of Marx's own theory. This means that all 
transhistorical notions, including many of 
Marx's earlier conceptions regarding history, 
society and labour, as expressed in the idea of 

a dialectical logic underlying human history 
as a whole, for example, became historically 
relativised. In disputing their transhistorical 
validity in his mature works, however, Marx 
did not claim that such notions were never 
valid. Instead he restricted their validity to the 
capitalist social formation, while showing how 
that which is historically specific to capitalism 
can appear to be transhistorical. This is an 
important dimension of what Marx sought to 
do with his notion of the fetish. 

If, however, such notions are valid only for 
capitalist society, Marx now had to uncover 

"Traditional Marxism 
is not not fully 
adequate to the 
contemporary world" 
the grounds for their validity in the specific 
characteristics of that society. He sought to do 
so by locating the most fundamental form of 
social relations that characterizes capitalist 
society and, on that basis, unfolding a theory 
with which he attempted to explain the 
underlying workings of that society. That 
fundamental form is the commodity. Marx 
took the term "commodity'' and used it to 
designate a historically specific form of social 
relations, constituted as a structured form of 
social practice that at the same time is the 
structuring principle of the actions, 
worldviews and dispositions of people. AB a 
category of practice it is form both of social 
subjectivity and objectivity. (This 

understanding of the categories, strongly 
emphasized by Lukacs, suggests an approach 
to culture and society as intrinsically related 
moments of a social form; it is quite different 
from the base/super-structure model.) 

What characterizes the commodity form of 
social relations as analysed by Marx is that it 
is constituted by labour, it exists in objectified 
form, and it has a dualistic character. In order 
to elucidate this description, Marx's 
conception of the historical specificity of 
labor in capitalism must be clarified. Marx 
maintains that labour in capitalism has what 
he calls 'a double character:' it is both 
'concrete labour' and 'abstract labour.' 
'Concrete labour' refers to the fact that some 
form of what we consider labouring activity 
mediates the interactions of humans with 
nature in all societies. 'Abstract labour' does 
not simply refer to concrete labour in general, 
however, but is a very different sort of 
category. It signifies that in capitalism labour 
also has a unique social function that is not 
intrinsic to labouring activity as such. It 
mediates a new form of social 
interdependence. 

Let me elaborate: In a society in which the 
commodity is the basic structuring category 
of the whole, labour and its products are not 
socially distributed by traditional norms or 
overt relations of power and domination -
that is, by 'manifest social relations' as is the 
case in other societies. Instead, labour itself 
replaces those social relations, by serving as a 
kind of quasi-objective means by which the 
products of others are acquired. A new form 
of interdependence comes into being, where 
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people do not consume what they produce, 
but where, nevertheless, their own labour or 
labour product functions as a quasi- objective, 
necessary means of obtaining the product of 
others. In serving as such a means, labour and 
its product in effect pre-empt that function 
on the part of manifest social relations. 

In Marx's mature works then, the notion of 
the centrality of labour to social life is not a 
transhistorical proposition. It neither refers to 
the fact that material production is always a 
precondition of social life, nor should it be 
taken as meaning that material production is 
the most essential dimension of social life in 
general, or even of capitalism in particular. 
Rather, it refers to the historically specific 
constitution by labour in capitalism of a form 
of social mediation that fundamentally 
characterizes that society. On the basis of his 
analysis of this form of mediation, Marx tries to 
socially ground the basic features of modernity. 

Labour in capitalism then, is not only 
labour as we transhistorically and common
sensically understand it, according to Marx, 
but is also a historically specific socially 
mediating activiry. Hence its objectifications 
(commodity, capital) are both concrete labour 
products and objectified forms of social 
mediation. According to this analysis then, 
the social relations that most basically 
characterize capitalist society are very different 
from the qualitatively specific, overt social 
relations, such as kinship relations or relation 
of personal direct domination, which 
characterize non-capitalist societies. Although 
the latter kind of social relations do continue 
to exist in capitalism, what ultimately 
structures that society is a new underlying 
level of social relations constituted by labour. 
Those relations have a peculiar quasi-objective 
formal character, and are dualistic: they are 
characterized by the opposition of an abstract, 
general, homogeneous dimension, and a 
concrete particular material dimension, both 
of which appear to be natural rather than 
social, and condition social conceptions of 
natural reality. (I won't elaborate here, but it 
seems to me this would be the material basis 
for an analysis of the dualisms that 
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characterizes modern Western thought). 
The abstract character of the social 

mediation underlying capitalism is also 
expressed in the form of wealth dominant in 
that society. Marx's 'labour theory of value' 
frequently has been misunderstood as a labour 
theory of wealth: that is, a theory that seeks 
to explain the workings of the market and 
prove the existence of exploitation by arguing 
that labour, at all times and all places, is the 
only social source of wealth. Marx's analysis is 
not one of wealth in general any more than it 
is of labour in general. He analyses value as a 
historically specific form of wealth that is 
bound to the historically unique role of 
labour in capitalism. As a form of wealth it is 
also a form of social mediation. The social 
mediation at the core of capitalism does not 
appear in Marx's analysis with the category of 
money - it is there from the beginning. 

Marx explicitly distinguishes value from 
what he calls 'material wealth' and relates 
these two distinct forms of wealth to the 
duality of labour in capitalism. Material 
wealth is measured by the quantity of 
products produced, and is a function of a 

"Marx's labour theory 
of value has been 
misunderstood as a 
theory of wealth'' 
number of factors, such as knowledge, social 
organization and natural conditions, in 
addition to labour. Value, according to Marx, 
is constituted by human labour-time 
expendirure alone, and is the dominant form 
of wealth in capitalism. Whereas material 
wealth, when it is the dominant form of 
wealth, is mediated by overt social relations 
that are extrinsic to it, value is a self
mediating form of wealth. As I shall elaborate, 
Marx's analysis of capital is of a social system 
based on value that both generates and 
constrains the historical possibility of its own 
overcoming by a social order based on 

material wealth. 
Within the framework of this 

interpretation then, what fundamentally 
characterizes capitalism is a historically 
abstract form of social mediation constituted 
by labour. Although this historically specific 
form of mediation is constituted by 
determinate forms of practice, it becomes 
quasi-independent of the people engaged in 
those practices. The result is a historically new 
form of social domination, one that subjects 
people to increasingly impersonal rationalized 
imperatives and constraints that cannot 
adequately be grasped in terms of class 
domination or, more generally, in terms of the 
concrete domination of social groupings or 
institutional agencies of the state and/or of 
the economy. It has no determinate locus (like 
Foucault's notion of power) and although 
constituted by determinate forms of social 
practice appears not to be social at all. 
Significant in this regard is Marx's temporal 
determination of the magnirude of value. In 
his discussion of the magnitude of value in 
terms of socially necessary labour time, Marx 
points to a peculiarity of value as a social 
form of wealth whose measure is temporal: 
increasing productivity increases the amounts 
of use-values produced per unit time, but it 
results only in short term increases in the 
magnitude of value created per unit time. 
Once that productive increase becomes 
general, the magnitude of value falls to its 
base level. The result is a sort of a treadmill. 
On the one hand increased levels of 
productivity result in great increases in use 
value production, yet increased productivity 
does not result in long-term proportional 
increases in value (the social form of wealth in 
capitalism). Note that this peculiar treadmill 
dynamic is rooted in value's temporal 
dimension and it cannot be fully explained 
through the way this pattern is generalized 
(for example, through competition). The 
historically specific abstract form of social 
domination intrinsic to capitalism's 
fundamental forms of social mediation is the 
domination of people by time. This form of 
domination is bound to a historically specific 
abstract form of temporality, abstract 



Newtonian time, which is constituted 
historically with the commodity form. 

This dynamic which I have briefly 
outlined, is at the core of capital, which, for 
Marx, is a category of movement. It entails a 
ceaseless process of value's self-expansion, a 
directional movement with no external telos 
that generates large-scale cycles of production 
and consumption, creation and destruction. 
Significantly, in introducing the category of 
capital in Capital, Marx describes it with the 
same language that Hegel used in the 
Phenomenology with reference to Geist - the 
self-moving substance that is the subject of its 
own process. In so doing, Marx suggests that 
a historical Subject in the Hegelian sense does 
indeed exist in capitalism. Yet - and this is 
crucially important - he does not identify 
that Subject with the proletariat (as does 
Lukacs) or even with humanity. Instead he 
identifies it with capital. Marx's critique of 
Hegel in Capital suggests that capitalist 
relations are not extrinsic to the Subject as 
that which hinders its full realization. Rather 
he analyses those very relations as constituting 
the Subject. These relations, however, at their 
deepest level, are forms of mediation that 
cannot be grasped fully in terms of the 
relations of the owners of the means of 
production and property-less workers, 
however important the latter may have been 
in the genesis of capitalism and however 
important it remains in capitalism. 

In his mature theory then, Marx does not 
posit an historical meta-subject, such as the 
proletariat, which will realise itself in a future 
socialist society, but provides the basis for a 
critique of such a notion. This implies a 
position very different from that of theorists 
like Lukacs, for whom the social totality 
constituted by labour provides the standpoint 
of the critique of capitalism, and is to be 
realized in socialism. In Capital, the totality 
and labour constituting it have become the 
objects of critique. The historical Subject is 
the alienated structure of social mediation 
that is at the heart of the capitalist formation. 
The contradictions of capital point to the 
abolition, not the realization of the Subject. 
In Capital, Marx roots capitalism's historical 
dynamic ultimately in the double character of 
the commodity and hence capital. The 
treadmill dynamic I have outlined is at the 
heart of this dynamic. It cannot be grasped if 
the category of surplus-value is understood 
only as a category of exploitation, as surplus 
value and not also as surplus value - that is, as 
a surplus of a temporal form of wealth. 

The temporality of this dynamic is not only 
abstract. Although changes in productivity, in 
the use-value dimension, do not change the 
amount of value produced per unit time, they 
do change the determination of what counts as 
a given unit of time. The unit of (abstract) time 
is pushed forward, � it were, in (historical) 
time. The movement here is of time. Both 
abstract time and historical time are constituted 

historically as structures of domination. 
This dialectic of value and use value 

becomes historically significant with the 
emergence of relative surplus value and gives 
rise to a very complex non-linear historical 
dynamic underlying modern society. On the 
one hand, this dynamic is characterized by 
ongoing transformations of production and, 
more generally of social life; on the other 
hand, this historical dynamic entails the 
ongoing reconstitution of its own 
fundamental condition as an unchanging 
feature of social life - namely that social 
mediation is ultimately effected by labour 
and, hence, that living labour remains integral 
to the process of production (considered in 
terms of society as a whole) regardless of the 
level of productivity. The historical dynamic 
of capitalism ceaselessly generates what is new 
while regenerating what is the same. This 
dynamic both generates the possibility of 
another organization of social life and yet 
hinders that possibility from being realized. 
Marx grasped this historical dynamic with his 
category of capital. With the real 
subsumption of labour, in Marx's account, 
capital becomes less and less the mystified 
form of powers that 'actually' are those of the 
workers. Rather, the productive powers of 
capital increasingly become socially general 
productive powers that no longer can be 
understood as those of the immediate 
producers alone. This constitution and 
accumulation of socially general knowledge 
renders proletarian labour increasingly 
anachronistic. At the same time the dialectic 

of value and use value reconstitutes the 
necessity of such labour. 

One implication of this analysis is that 
capital does not exist as a unitary totality and 
that the Marxian notion of the dialectical 
contradiction between the forces and relations 
of production does not refer to a contradiction 
between relations that presumably are 
intrinsically capitalistic (for example, the 
market and private property) and forces that 
purportedly are extrinsic to capital (labor). 
Rather, that dialectical contradiction is one 
between the two dimensions of capital itself, 
and is ultimately rooted in the two dimensions 
of the commodity form. As a contradictory 
totality, capital is generative of the complex 
historical dynamic I have begun to outline - a 
dynamic that points to the possibility of its 
own overcoming. 

As an aside, it should be noted that by 
grounding the contradictory character of the 
social formation in the dualistic forms 
expressed by the categories of the commodity 
and capital, Marx implies that structurally 
based social contradiction is specific to 
capitalism. The notion that reality, or social 
relations in general, are essentially 
contradictory and dialectical, appears in light 
of this analysis to be one that can only be 
assumed metaphysically not explained. This 
also suggests that any theory that posits an 
intrinsic developmental logic to history as 
such - whether dialectical or evolutionary -
projects what is the case for capitalism onto 
human history in general. 

The understanding of capitalism's complex 
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dynamic I have outlined allows for a critical, 
social (rather than technological) analysis of 
the trajectory of growth and the structure of 
production in modern society. Marx's key 
concept of surplus-value not only indicates, as 
traditional interpretation would have it, that 
the surplus is produced by the working class, 
but that capitalism is characterized by a 
determinate, runaway form of growth. The 
problem of economic growth in capitalism, 
within this framework, is not only that it is 
crisis-ridden, as has been frequently and 
correctly emphasized by traditional Marxist 
approaches. Rather, the form of growth itself, 
one emailing the accelerating destruction of 
the natural environment, is itself problematic. 
The trajectory of growth would be very 
different according to this approach, if the 
ultimate goal of production were increased 
quantities of goods rather than of surplus-value. 

This approach also provides the basis for a 
critical analysis of the structure of social 
labour and the nature of production in 
capitalism. It indicates that the industrial 
process of production should not be grasped 
as a technical process that although 
increasingly socialized, is used by private 
capitalists for their own ends. Rather, the 
approach I am outlining grasps that process 
itself as intrinsically capitalist. Capital's drive 
for ongoing increases in productivity gives rise 
ro a productive apparatus of considerable 
technological sophistication that renders the 
production of material wealth essentially 
independent of direct human labour time 
expenditure. This, in turn, opens the 
possibility of large-scale socially-general 
reductions in labour time, and fundamental 
changes in the nature and social organization 

IO Principia Dialectica 

of labour. Yet these possibilities are not and 
cannot be realized in capitalism. The 
development of technologically sophisticated 
production does not liberate people from 
fragmented and repetitive labour. Similarly, 
labour-time is not reduced under socially 
general levels but is distributed unequally, 
even increasing for many. 

According to the interpretation very briefly 
outlined here, then, Marx's theory extends far 
beyond the traditional critique of bourgeois 
relations of distribution (the market and 

"Working people are 
being pushed against 
the wall" 
private property). It is not only a critique of 
exploitation, and the unequal distribution of 
wealth and power, although it of course 
includes that. Rather, it grasps modern 
industrial society itself as capitalist, and 
critically analyses capitalism primarily in 
terms of abstract structures of domination, 
increasing fragmentation of individual labour 
and individual existence, and a blind runaway 
developmental logic. It treats the working 
class as the basic element of capital, rather 
than the embodiment of its negation, and 
implicitly conceptualizes socialism not in 
terms of the realization of labour and 
industrial production, but in terms of the 
possible abolition of the proletariat and the 
organization of labour based on proletarian 
labour, as well as of the dynamic system of 
abstract compulsion constituted by labour as 
a socially mediating activity. This approach re-

conceptualizes a post-capitalist society in 
terms of the overcoming of the proletariat, in 
other words, the self-abolition of the 
proletariat and the labour it does - that is, in 
terms of a transformation of the general 
structure of labour and of time. In that sense 
it differs both from the traditional Marxist 
notion of the 'realisation' of the proletariat, 
and from the capitalist mode of abolishing 
national working classes by creating an 
underclass within the framework of the 
unequal distribution of labour and of time, 
nationally and globally. 

Although the logically abstract level of 
analysis outlined here does not immediately 
address the issue of the specific facrors 
underlying the structural transformations of 
the past thirty years, it can provide a 
framework within which those 
transformations can be grounded socially and 
undersrood historically. At the same time it 
could provide the basis for a critical theory of 
"actually existing socialist" countries as 
alternative forms of capitalist accumulation, 
rather than as social modes that represented 
the hisrorical negation of capital, in however 
imperfect a form. 

Inasmuch as it seeks to ground socially, and 
is critical of, the abstract quasi-objective social 
relations and the nature of production, work, 
and the imperatives of growth in capitalism, 
this approach could also begin to address a 
range of contemporary concerns, 
dissatisfactions and aspirations in ways that 
could tie them to the development of capital -
even if not in traditional class terms. It might 
also be able to approach the global rise of forms 
of "fundamentalisms" as populist, fetishized 
forms of opposition to the differential effects of 

CRITICAL 
FRAGMENTS 

The Burberry Blues 
The recent usage of the word 'chav' in the press to describe 'working 
class scum' highlights the illustrious lineage of that very English virus: 
racism. In the English dialect of the Romany, 'chav' means 'child.' In 
Zincali, 'chabo' means 'a boy', 'a child'. 
� The Zincali: As an account of the Gypsies of Spain by George Borrow, 
London. New York MCMII 

As for Julie 'Spam' Burchill, the scribbler who gets £100,000 a year 
from a London tabloid, she declared recently she was a chav. We can 
only presume she wasn't referring to the original Romany meaning but 
the more contemporary one. 

Lineages of the self-assembly state 
The fiasco at the IKEA furniture store was referred to as 'a chavalanche.' 
Some journalists never miss the opportunity to make cheap puns at the 
expense of the people (and we wouldn't cynically recycle it for an even 
cheaper snigger would we? - Ed.) There in Edmonton, Outer London, 
chilly 2005, 6,000 consumers braved the cold night to be the first when 
the Flat-Pack Furniture Heaven opened its doors for the first time in 
that part of the world. As a ploy to swell the crowds, management 
announced sofas reduced to a paltry forty-five quid. The only snag? 
Supply was very limited indeed. The consumers felt cheated (they often 
do) so stampeded the store. Many were hurt. It could have been worse; 
many involved wondered how no one was killed. Commodity fetishism 



neo-liberal global capitalism. 
In constituting a framework for addressing 

such issues, the interpretation I have outlined 
seeks to contribute to the discourse of 
contemporary critical social theory and to our 
understanding of the far-reaching 
transformations of our social universe. 

From a talk given at Birkbeck University, 
London, October 2004 for The Marx 
Philosophy Society. 
www.marxphilosophysociety.com 

A number of questions from the audience 
followed: 
Q. You talk about the danger of disillusion 
in the anti-capitalist movement by an over
emphasis upon the traditional critiques of 
capitalism you outline. How would you 
relate anti-Semitism, and possibly Islamic 
fundamentalism, to this kind of halfway 
critique you criticize? 
A. I should say something about the anti
Semitism piece for those of you who haven't 
read it so that you will understand where the 
question comes from. I wrote an article years 

ago on anti-Semitism1 and tried to deal with it 
using Marx's analysis. I claimed that anti
Semitism is very different from most forms of 
racism. It differs from them because it 
projects enormous invisible global power to 
the Jews. The whole idea of a world 
conspiracy is intrinsic to modern anti
Semitism. I tried to analyse anti-Semitism 
with reference to the Marxian notion of the 
dual character of the commodity category. In 
developing the fetishes associated with the 
idea of the dual character of the commodity, I 
argued that the form itself renders possible 

separating off the concrete (as being socially 
"natural," whether or not one ties it to race 
theory) from the abstract, which is seen as 
impinging on the concrete and distorting it. 
This opposition allows one to understand a 
central feature of National Socialist ideology. 
That ideology was not fundamentally anti
modern, and it is a mistake to label it as such. 
It is true that it claimed to defend the 
peasantry and artisanal labor, but it also 
affirmed modern technology and industrial 
production. It make more sense to see that 
ideology as affirming the concrete dimension 
-- which includes technology, and industrial 
production, as well as the peasantry and 
manual labor - as the core of healthy, organic 
social life, against the abstract, which is reified 
as finance capital. One of the reasons I react 
very strongly to the mechanical separation of 
finance capital from industrial capital is that, 
ultimately, this is right wing populism. I 
think people have forgotten that there were 
forms of 'anti-imperialism' before 1945 that 
were not progressive, and that there was a 
fascist International, and that fascism isn't just 
a militarized defense of bourgeois society, or a 
policeman beating up on workers with a 
banker in the background. Movements like 
National Socialism really saw themselves as 
revolts against the bourgeois order, and others 
also saw them that way. 

I was trying not only to illuminate anti
Semitism but also what I would regard as the 
reactionary character of certain anti
hegemonic forms. Not all anti-hegemonic 
forms are progressive. In this regard, the issue 
of fundamentalism is a tremendously complex 
issue that I can't even begin to address here. It 
is very noticeable how widespread it has 

become - for example, in the United States, 
the Muslim world, and South Asia. 
(Europeans do other things when they 
become reactionary - they don't become 
fundamentalist.) Why certain forms of 
discontent have taken that form is, I think, 
very complicated, but if you read the writings 
of someone like Qutb - the ideologue of the 
Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood (Hamas is an 
offshoot of that organization) - what is 
noteworthy is that his attack on the Zionist 
project isn't first and foremost because it is 
displacing Palestinian peasants or anything 
like that; it is because that project is the 
bridgehead for a degenerate world civilization 
created by Jews, like Freud, Durkheim and 
Marx, which saps the organic vitality of 
healthy societies. Such an analysis that has 
very little to do with the Muslim tradition. It 
very strongly echoes National Socialist 
ideology, but not simply because the Nazis put 
lots of money into their Egyptian project. I 
think there is something about the structuring 
of the forms themselves that lends itself to this 
kind of world conspiracy thinking. 

Q. I think your analysis of the commodity 
form is right, but how do you make the jump 
to a critique of everyday life? Your critique is 
very broad in a way, but everyday life is 
immensely complicated with all sorts of 
mediations going on. In your book Time, 
Labor and Social Domination you critique 
Habermas very clearly, but I'm not sure if you 
are comparing like with like. Habermas and 
the Frankfurt School were looking at vestiges 
of everyday social forms in capitalism and 
trying to understand it, whereas you seem to 
be working at a much more abstract level. 
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is no joke. 
Al; for the IKEA boss, he was a Swedish Nazi after World War Two. 
From Nazism to furniture design - it's all about fooling the masses. We 
hope that some will reflect on this grim reality and draw their own 
conclusions. We have co point out that the logic of the commodity 
economy reduces humans to consumers, and in such a role care about 
nothing except the bargains chey can purchase. le all ends it tears, 
because the shoddy goods they have purchased fall apart very rapidly: 
they forget chat built in obsolescence is part of the commodity-trap. 
Suckers. 

Meanwhile, the iiber-chav .. . 
The Guardian descended upon a patient queue of sale-goers early in 
2005: to observe them hunkering down in their thermals against the 
cold for an overnight stint so as to be the first in line to snap up the 
bargains of an elite designer furniture score sale in Central London. 
This upmarket IKEA for che Hampstead sec enjoys a better, more 
discerning type of cuscomer. The doors opened sharpish at 9am che 
following day, buc the Tarquins and Marquands have a tendency co lose 
all equipoise when the sniff of a reproduction Rietveld Red/Blue Chair 
rems the air. Amidst the pushing and shoving, people were reduced to 
snapping up any old thing they could get their hands on. One couple 
sensibly brought a pair of Tesco fold-away garden chairs to help them 
get through che long night, only to dump them upon entering the 
store: amid the melee chey were amazed to see a fellow bargain hunter 

erratically but triumphantly waving them above his head, making for 
the check-out, thinking he had stumbled upon a design classic. One 
chap fractured an ankle in the excitement. 

The Footballtariat. 
To cope with the influx of football spectators, German authorities have 
made sure brothels are fully equipped wich enough prostitutes to satisfy 
the frustrated football fans for the duration of the World Cup. Many 
ex-Eastern bloc countries supply che labour. 40,000 women are 
required co service the fan's 'frustrations.' The so-called acceptable side 
of the World Cup hides a somber reality: the 'sexual split' from which 
the system makes millions, and for which many women suffer all kinds 
of irreparable damage. Women who work in che so-called 'sex industry' 
dread football fans for their creepy bullying and misogynous behaviour. 

Boys in blue. 
Major 'Bomber' Harris, a pioneer of carpet-bombing, scarred his career 
in 1918 in Mesopotamia ( coday' s Iraq). He developed his idea of mass 
bombings in order to reduce the rebellious tribes co rubble. Many pilots 
who cook pare in the missions would eventually use their knowledge to 
help defeat Hider's regime: German civilians and prisoners of war were 
the real victims of Bomber Harris's vision. And so the Israeli 
government have unleashed the madness again in Lebanon. It is clear 
co all except the operatives themselves chat the term 'military 
intelligence' is a real contradiction in terms. 

http://www.marxphilosophysociety.com


A. I certainly agree that there are many 
mediations that have to be worked out in 
order to deal with everyday life, but let's leave 
Habermas out for the time being - I don't 
really chink he has much to say about 
'everyday life.' I think he talks about concepts 
that point to the existence of everyday life 
(audience laughs) but that's very different 
from having concepts that explain everyday 
life; he has this notion of an almost 
ontologically based resistance to what he calls 
the colonization of the lifeworld by the 
system. It is an approach I find problematic. 
Be that as it may I wouldn't dream of trying 
to compare myself to the Critical Theorists 
and the richness with which they approached 
so many dimensions of social life. 
Nevertheless, it seems to me that what is also 
important is the understanding that frames 
what they did. What I argue is chat their 
framing and understanding had a lot to do 
with their understanding of capitalism and its 
contradictions. For someone like Adorno, 
there no longer are any intrinsic 
contradictions. But, however problematic the 
movements of the 1 960s might have been, the 
rise of these kinds of social movements has to 
be explained. If we are going to take a theory 
of capitalism seriously the emergence of those 
movements should at least be rendered 
plausible with reference to a theory of capital. 
But this would require introducing a notion 
of contradiction different from that 
considered by the Critical Theorists. So I was 
trying to rethink the frame for their kind of 
analysis - a kind of analysis to which I am 
very sympathetic. Similarly, I learned an 
enormous amount from Lukacs, even though 
I am very critical of important aspects of his 
approach. I learn from him and criticize him, 
in order to push the project further. In this 
respect, it seems to me - and this only begins 
to get at the complexity of what you just 
raised - that the notion of social form is 
fundamentally significant. The idea of social 
form would allow one to begin to provide a 
social-historical analysis of what Foucault 
attempted to analyse as discursive, or in terms 
of disciplinary practices. Focusing on private 
ownership of the means of production doesn't 
address the kinds of issues Foucault raised. 
That sort of narrow definition of capitalism 
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not only leaves the form of the state 
completely outside of consideration, but it 
can't deal with Foucault's argument about 
disciplinary practices. Yet Foucault's treatment 
of chose practices is itself problematic. He 
provides a historical story he can't explain. 
Whether writing about the birth of the clinic 
or the prison, Foucault gives us a sense of a 
number of interrelated historical breaks that 
belie his insistence on the completely 
contingent nature of history. However, he 
can't explain these breaks on the basis of his 
meta-theoretical considerations. And it seems 
to me that the idea of social form would allow 
one to at least begin to approach something 
like the rise of the disciplines, this sort of micro
rationalisation of the body and of life historically 
in ways that base-superstructure approaches and 
an economistic reading can't get at. 
Q. Two questions - first, on the issue of 
progress in human history, what do you 
think of science, in the sense of empirical 
science, and the issue of its objectivity and 
capitalism? And secondly, arguing against 
what I see as a kind of idealism in your 
position I want to point out that Marxism is 
defined as the project of the emancipation of 

"Labour in capitalism 
has a double character: 
it is both concrete and 
abstract" 
the working class, which you are criticizing. 
I would like to pin you down a bit more - it 
reminded me a little of Raya Dunyaskaya's 
criticism of Lenin for not having read 
Hegel's Logic all the way through. And it 
seems like you are criticizing Marxists for 
having not read Capital 'all the way 
through.' I fear you may be succumbing to 
the results of the defeats of 1968 that 
resulted in the post-structuralist debacles. It 
seems to me that you seem to be suggesting 
that mistaking Hegel's spirit as the 
proletariat rather than capital leads one 
towards political errors and that Lenin was 
therefore automatically wrong. I want to 
place you in terms of the 20th Century 
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political map, as it were. 
A. You retranslated what I said about history 
and added in the word 'progress.' I was 
referring much more to the idea - and 
perhaps you can call it progress - chat history 
has a sort of intrinsic motor that drives it. 
And I think this is uniquely the case in 
capitalism and that Marx's analysis is of this 
uniqueness. There are historical developments 
in other social formations, but those 
developments are not by any means 
continuous. But let me pick up on your 
example of science: What is significant for me 
when considering the 17th Century scientific 
revolution, for example, is the different way 
in which what is real becomes conceptualized. 
Whereas Aristotelian science looked at the 
qualities of things, Galileo and Descartes said 
what is really real are primary qualities -
matter in motion - and everything else 
qualitative is the result of our senses. This 
turn has lead to certain kinds of developments 
that have been very impressive, but within the 
framework of certain kinds of questions. 
Other sorts of questions are laid aside. 
Aristotelian science has a lot more in 
common with what Levi-Strauss called 'savage 
thinking' than it does with Galileo's thought. 
Levi-Strauss argued that there is a long 
plateau period of thousands of years in terms 
of scientific and technological development. 
The Middle Ages are not particularly 
advanced over Ancient Rome, which isn't that 
advanced over Ancient Egypt. An enormous 
change then occurs with the development of 
capitalism. This is not a matter of the same 
development accelerating; the understanding 
of nature itself, I would argue, becomes 
informed by the commodity form. It is only 
with capitalism that you can really talk about 
this 'locomotive' of history. A problem I have 
with a great deal of post-structuralism is that 
it affirms the idea of contingency in a way 
that dissolves the existence of capitalism. Such 
approaches are right to relate contingency to 
freedom. They are wrong in that they don't 
see that capitalism is a tremendous constraint 
upon contingency. 
The second half of the question - I don't 
know where I would put myself on the map. I 
don't think that I have been chat influenced 
by the post-structuralists. I didn't like them 
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from the beginning. I certainly don't believe 
that if Kautsky or Lenin had read Capital 
'properly' things would look very different. 
They read Capital from an early 20th 
Century perspective. I'm clearly reading it 
from an early 21st Century perspective. Of 
course I am arguing that this is the meaning 
of the categories - but not because I think I 
have a privileged insight into Marx's motives 
or intentions, what he really meant. I don't 
claim ro have that insight. It's the meaning 
the categories have today. There are different 
ways of approaching Marx's texts. There are 
some people who look for logical 
contradictions and breaks in Marx's thought -
- that's one possible way. I try to make the 
case for the non-contradictory coherence of 
his categories. Not because I think he was a 
world historical genius, but because I am 

trying to see how far the categories will take 
us in developing a powerful critical theory of 
the present. My interpretation of the 
proletariat I think, was strongly influenced by 
the 1 960s, not just 1 968. That decade saw 
the rise of mass movements that were not 
working class movement or traditional 
peasant or petty bourgeois movements. At the 
same time, in the metropoles, you had the 
end of the growth of the working class. What 
begins to affect a lot of people - including 
parts of the working class - is the very work 
that they are doing, and not just the 
conditions of work, and the level of 
remuneration. The nature and structure of 
work itself began to be challenged. 

Is the proletariat crucial to capitalism? Yes, 
absolutely. It is actually more crucial to 
capitalism than the bourgeoisie. You can have 
capitalism without the bourgeoisie but you 
cannot have capitalism without the proletariat. 
Over-coming capitalism requires the self
abolition of the proletariat. This makes the 
question of left-wing politics extremely 
difficult. How can you talk about the self
abolition of the proletariat when working 
people are being pushed against the wall? I 
think it is very difficult to try to mediate the 
issue of defending the achievements of 
working class movements in a neo-liberal 
universe, and a position that avoids 
hypostatizing the working class as the bearer of 
the future. I don't claim to have any easy 
answers to that, but I do think the abolition of 
the working class is the key to the liberation of 
humanity. I agree with Marx's formulation. 
Q. You talk about the possibilities of 
overcoming the capitalist mode of 
production and I guess I want to ask more 
about how you see their overcoming .. . 
sometimes you talk about it as if it were 
producing an order based on material wealth 
rather than an order based on value and, 
really, surplus value but I wonder if that 
doesn't get away from the fundamental 
insight about social forms, and I would say 
social form and purpose. I mean the 
commodity is really commodity-capital, and 

is produced for a specific purpose, which is 
value, so my question is about the issue of 
material wealth as a goal. Is positing a 
society orientated toward the production of 
material wealth actually avoiding the issue of 
determinant social form and purpose? What 
is the social form of the material wealth in 
the post capitalist society? 
A. This is extremely abstract. I was suggesting, 
as opposed to people who only see value as a 
category of the market, or those like Joan 
Robinson who see value as something which 
will only be realized in socialism. I was trying 
to talk about value as a fundamental social 
form of capitalism, and I left the question of 
the future form indeterminate - on purpose, 
because it seems to me that the contradictions 
of capitalism at best point to the possibility 
that the existing form can be overcome. Once 
I use the words 'material wealth' I am 
suggesting that a future form would no longer 
be a self mediating form of wealth - it would 
have to be mediated, for example, politically. 
That then raises the whole issue of politics. 
Q One thing I would like you to say more 
about is time and the centrality of time as 

"The new form of 
domination cannot 
adequately be grasped 
in terms of class" 

the measure of abstract labour in capitalism. 
A. I argue that socially necessary labour time 
is on the one hand simply a descriptive 
statement - how long does it take to produce 
a widget, for example - and on the other 
hand it describes a compulsion. If you don't 
produce the widget within the parameters of 
socially necessary labour time, you haven't 
generated the value determined by those 
parameters. It seems to me that it is the 
second, compulsory, moment, that should be 
the object of critique. Because we are not 
going to simply abolish the time constituted 
by the capitalist social formation -- whether 
Newtonian time of historical time -- the 
question is whether it would be possible for 
time to be dealt with as descriptive, rather 
than abstractly prescriptive and compulsory. It 
seems to me the task is to try and disaggregate 
the two. 
Q. You suggest at one point that the 
discussion of the self-abolition of the 
proletariat must, in Marxian terms, be 
conducted imminently, that is to say we 
cannot just concoct some account, but must 
try to ground it imminently, which is what 
Marx does in Capital In a certain sense he 
has identified the working class struggle 
away from capital, time away for free social 
development. Isn't that where the self
abolition of the proletariat comes in, and not 

a concoction of some grand plan? 
A. The beginnings of such struggles were 
quickly shut down by the crisis of Fordism 
itsel£ There was already the beginning of a 
development in this direction because it can 
be plausibly argued that a large number of 
workers became increasingly dissatisfied with 
the kind of work they were doing. If we are 
serious about the notion that subjectivities are 
historically constituted, such subjectivity that 
calls existing work into question should be a 
general one, not limited to parts of the 
working class. That is to say, the general 
character of the struggle should be seen 
already in a variety of struggles. That suggests 
a certain kind of politics - which was 
disastrously absent in the United States - a 
certain kind of politics that would try to at 
least get these movements talking to each 
other. Not in some kind of mechanical 
'rainbow coalition - we're all oppressed' way, 
but rather as being moved by the same 
impulses, in a sense, and by similar 
imaginings of something better. I despair of 
the possibility of such politics now, but I very 
much agree that emancipatory anticipations 
have to be in the struggles themselves, and 
that the struggle for time is very much back 
on the agenda. In America people work all 
the time - perhaps we will be able to push the 
issue further this time. 
Q. In your book you seem to suggest that a 
planned economy is more dangerous than 
free-market capitalism. What are the lessons 
for the left today in terms of the Stalinist 
horrors that we can learn from? 
A. You know, I've always been uncomfortable 
with the static opposition of 'planning' to 
'market' because everything depends upon 
what is being planned. What was being 
planned in the Soviet Union was primitive 
accumulation. You don't have to be a 
Menshevik in order to see that the project of 
imposing will on history failed. A few years 
ago I was reviewing Lenin's What is To Be 
Done? What really struck me was that on 
some fundamental level Lenin and Bernstein 
both shared a common assumption - that 
history was moving against a working class 
revolution. Of course they drew diametrically 
opposite conclusions. But I would suggest 

Principia Dialectica 13 



that already in 1904/05 Lenin developed the 
idea of revolution as an act of will against the 
flow of history. To then simply speak of the 
Soviet Union as a planned economy without 
further determinations is one of the many 
distortions that can be countered by a deeply 
historical Marxian analysis. 

I am not suspicious of planning per se - I 
do however want to uncover what it is that is 
being planned or coordinated. At some point 
the left is really going to have to seriously 

"You can have 
capitalism without the 
bourgeoisie" 
revisit the issue of the Soviet Union. 
Q. Would you say that Communism in the 
Soviet Union progressed as St Augustine was 
supposed to have progressed - from reason to 
faith? It became a matter of faith rather than 
reason. Pseudo-religious trappings start to 
appear in Stalinist ideology. 
A. It's a very complicated issue, involving a 
number of displacements. One set of 
questions involves the relation of communist 
activists throughout the world and the Soviet 
Union, both in terms of the worldviews of the 
former and the policies of the latter. For 
example, Saddam Hussein slaughtered the 
Iraqi Communist parry with the blessing of 
the Soviet Union and the blessing of the 
United States. This wasn't the first time the 
Soviet Union sold out local communists. Your 
comment opens up an enormous set of issues 
that require serious analysis. 
Q. On the one hand you are highly critical 
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of the Soviet Union, and on the other you 
are also saying that communism is the self
abolition of the proletariat. Can you just say 
a bit more on that? Because in the case of 
the Soviet Union the working class was most 
definitely not abolished. It strikes me that 
we had a non-capitalist mode of production 
where nevertheless the proletariat continues 
to exist. We have a logic of capital and 
labour as a mediating activity, but at the 
same time we have to consider the non
capitalist aspect to it. 
A. Looking back at the pattern of the 20th 
Century - the temporal pattern of the 20th 
Century - one way to do it is to look at the 
rise and fall of state-centric capitalism, Fordist 
capitalism. This is a general movement. You 
can date its beginnings from 1914 (or 1917 
in the East), and you can date its end in the 
West from 1973 (1989 in the East.) The rise 
and fall of this form - leaving the Soviet 
Union aside for a moment - happened in 
ways that were independent of what political 
party was in power. The expansion of the 
welfare state occurs everywhere in the West 
after 1949 or so, and it is rolled back 
everywhere in the 1970s, regardless of 
whether Social Democrats or Christian 
Democrats, Republicans or Democrats are in 
power. This pattern cannot be explained in 
local or contingent terms. That doesn't mean 
there are no contingencies or local inflections 
involved, but it seems to me that these large
scale patterns require some explanation and 
that a theory of capital (unlike post
structuralist and anti-necessitarian positions) 
can address such issues. The Soviet Union, in 
my view, should be understood within the 
larger framework of a state-centric historical 

configuration of capitalism. Within that 
historical framework it represented an attempt 
by a semi-peripheral country to emerge from 
that position. As many have pointed out, you 
couldn't have had the abolition of the 
working class in that situation. On the 
contrary, you had the constitution of a 
working class through a process of state
directed primitive accumulation. What 
happened in the Soviet Union under Stalin 
were several brutal decades that historically 
recapitulated what had taken hundreds of 
brutal years in England. This process was one 
of constituting national capital. It was, 
however, presented as building socialism, 
thereby completely distorting the critical 
thrust of Marx's analysis. 

One of the reasons why I have tried to deal 
with the categories of commodity and capital 
without reference at first to categories of the 
market and private property is so that they 
can also illuminate such forms of national 
state-centric capital. Otherwise the critical 
theory of capital becomes a much more 
partial theory than it should be - of 
nineteenth century liberal capitalism. 
Q. Can you explain what you mean by 
'concrete' and 'abstract labour' in a little 
more depth? 
A. In analyzing labour in capitalism, Marx 
distinguishes 'concrete' and 'abstract' labour. I 
suggest that 'concrete labour' simply refers to 
what we normally refer to as 'labouring 
activity.' 'Abstract labour,' however, is a very 
difficult concept. I am suggesting that what 
Marx means by it is that labour has a 
function in capitalist society as a socially 
mediating activity that is different from the 
function of labouring activity in any other 

CRITICAL 
FRAGMENTS 

Dialogue versus Rhetoric 
Some on the left have dangerous illusions. The illustrious New Left 
Review likes to sprinkle its analysis of The Iraqi War with the argot of 
what the stiff orthodox marxist theoreticians call 'revolutionary 
defeatism.' Describing the American backed regime in Baghdad as 'the 
Vichy on the Tigris' as the NLl?s Susan Watkins does (July 2004) is not 
only disingenuous - it is a misconception designed to play ro the gallery. 
Whatever the crimes of the Bush Corporation (and they are many) to 
compare the American Empire with the Nazi puppet regime 
responsible for sending millions to the gas chambers is utter rubbish, 
and does nothing to help end the mess that is the current Iraq. It simply 
alienates the vast majority of people sympathetic to anti-capitalist ideas, 
and extends a fog of misunderstanding about the nature and trajectory 
of capitalism today. Extending the Nazi metaphor further, the NLR 
simpers about the Iraqi 'maquis' while the Retort authors of 'Afflicted 
Powers - Capital and Spectacle in a New Age ofWar' call the Twin Towers 
bombers 'martyr pilots.' The so-called 'maquis' in Iraq are a curious 
coalition, but no doubt the death-squads who murdered conscript 
soldiers for Saddam in the run up to the invasion form a hard-core 
contingent, and are now systematically murdering innocent Iraqis 
trying to just get on with scratching a living. Of course, the drum of 
war heard from afar strengthens the most reactionary elements at home, 
and this is most definitely the case in Iran - but equally its counterpoint 
is felt in Israel, where powerful sections play on a very real fear of a 
constant threat emanating from a hostile Middle East. Here in Britain, 



society, and that this is a point of departure 
for his whole analysis of capitalism. 

Labour in capitalism, for Marx, is 
historically specific in both of its dimensions, 
and yet there is a difference. Al; I have argued, 
'abstract labour' isn't 'concrete labour' in 
general, but refers to labour's mediating 
function in capitalism. In Marx's analysis this 
function exists only in capitalism. The 
category of 'concrete labour' also only exists 
in capitalism in the sense that it refers to a 
whole range of activities that in other societies 
aren't seen as being similar. They are seen as 
being ontologically different from one 
another. This doesn't mean people aren't 
engaged in these activities, but that they 
understand them differently. Nevertheless, it 
is conceivable that one could take the 
category of 'concrete labour' and apply it to 
other forms of social life, but only if one is 
aware of the fact that the actors themselves 
didn't regard those activities that way. To take 
the category of abstract labour and project it 
backwards, however, is completely 

illegitimate. So, in attempting to analyse a 
pre-capitalist society, one would have to work 
out its intrinsic structuring categories; one 
would not necessarily begin with labour. The 
thing about labour in capitalism is that it 
both mediates the interactions of humans and 
nature, as well as the social relations among 
people. This double character is historically 
specific (which was misunderstood by 
Habermas when he transhistorically posited 
the distinction berween labor and 
interaction). It is precisely because labor in 
capitalism mediates both that it is so central; 
it constitutes the peculiar social relations 
characterizing capitalism. In another society 
that may not be the case - however important 
labour might be for human society anywhere. 
Q. 'The anti-German left' (in Germany) has 
been known to carry the American and 
Israeli flags to anti-war demonstrations. I 
wonder if you would comment on how your 
work influences them? 
A. I actually find aspects of the anti-war 
movement today very different from the anti
war movement of the 1960s. On the one 
hand, there is a real reification going on, 
whereby global capital and the U.S. are 
completely conflated. On the other hand, 
elements on the left in Germany who are 
critical of this reification, react as you have 
described, which I think is a serious mistake. 
The clash itself is indicative of an impasse the 
left has reached, not only with regard to the 
Middle East, but also in general. This 
dualistic opposition does not present a 
meaningful choice for progressives. There has 
been too little analysis of what was a serious 
dilemma conceptually and politically for the 
left: the conflict berween a global imperialist 

power and a brutal local fascist regime. (That 
the Ba' ath party was backed by the Soviet 
Union doesn't make it any less fascist.) Mass 
mobilization against the war, however, tended 
to sidestep the dilemma. But the situation is 
fundamentally different from that in the 
1960s. Correctly or incorrectly, many on the 
left in the 1960s thought that the Vietnamese 
Communists did represent something 
progressive, and that the American empire 
was preventing something progressive from 
happening. This was also the assumption 
behind the movements against US policies in 
Central America, as well as the movements 
that supported the ANC. But the situation in 
the Middle East today is fundamentally 
different. It poses a dilemma. Yet it seems that 
opposition to the US is in and of itself 
regarded by many as progressive. This not 
only involves a reification of global capital as 
America (which is a mistake, however 
wretched the Bush administration), but also is 
a hollowed-out form of Cold War dualism. 
I'm not happy that my writings are being 
used in the way you mention, because I want 
them to be used to crack open that dualism. 

1 National Socialism and Anti-Semitism by 
Moishe Postone, in Anson Rabinbach and 
Jack Zipes (eds.) Germans and Jews Since the 
Holocaust (Holmes and Meier, 1986/ Chronos 
Publications, 2000.) 

Moishe Postone teaches intellectual history 
and social theory at The University of 
Chicago and is the author of Time, Labor and 
Social Domination (Cambridge University 
Press, 1993). It is currently being translated 
into French. 
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the dominant current in the anti-war movement repeats the old 
Leninist shibboleths, and so do nothing to offer up new answers co the 
rapidly deteriorating international situation. Some spent much time 
and ink predicting the emergence of an Iraqi labour movement in the 
wake of the American occupation, ready, they hoped, co cake on the 
American invaders. It failed co emerge in the face of the unremitting 
terror of suicide bombs and death squads, but still the left play into the 
dichotomy of 'sides' - just as, back during the Iran-Iraq wars of the 
1 980s, some (safely outside of zone of conflict itself, naturally) pirouetted 
between two positions almost hourly, mirroring the stance taken by the 
CIA in chat particular bloodbath, in homage to chat ideology of 
'revolutionary defeatism' or, as it is more commonly known 'my enemy's 
enemy is my friend.' Fat lot of good chis classic Leninist strategy did for 
the Iranian left during the uprising against che Shah in the late 1 970s -
once they had served their purpose they were hunted down and 
murdered one at a time by the Ayacollah's revolutionary guards. 
Today people face deportation back co medieval regimes of torture in 
the Middle Ease - co suffer god knows what upon their return, for 
crimes as various as pacifism, (Algeria) sexual orientation (Iran) or 
political allegiance (Egypt). But fear not, because the solution is here. 
The cardinal of ideology over at New Left Review, Mr Tariq Ali, who 
clearly never quite grasped the concept of negative dialectics, urges us 
co look positively upon the recent storm over the 'blasphemous 
cartoons. '  Lest anyone needs reminding, chis led to an outburst of 
religious anger chat shook the whole world for a few horrible days in 

February 2006. Tariq wanes chis anger co be redirected cowards US 
imperialism instead. In the absence of rhe working class, he has clearly 
found a new 'subject' of history. In a recent interview Tariq informed 
us chat the resistance in Iraq strengthened the anti-war movement 
abroad. Someone should wake up old Rapunzel and explain chis isn't 
the 1 960s. Obviously dear old Tariq won' t  be caught in the murderous 
crossfire of such an outburst of 'resistance' himself, as there is work co 
be done on a warm Saturday night at his nice North London pad: 
'Crack open a boccie of Chaceaux-Neuf, and raise a coast, to the 
freedom fighters of the New Caliphate!' Bottoms up indeed Tariq! 

Go-go Mugabe 
Inflation is running at up to 1 000% in Zimbabwe. Sue Lloyd-Roberts 
on BBC Newsnighc1 predicted it would reach chis level in a few 
months. It was 600% at the time. A loaf of bread costs two weeks 
wages. A real disaster for poor people in chat country. Those in the 
opposition are forced co attend re-education meetings led by Mugabes' 
party chugs. About 3 million are starving. Many are forced to live off 
insects. Sue Lloyd-Roberts is one of the few reporters you can quote. 

, BBC2, 1 5  December 2005. 

'The Internationals must be rebuilt, the forests are tkad. ' 
After Ivan Chccheglov, 2006. 



TH E METAPHYSICAL S U BTLETI ES OF CLASS STRUGGLE 

ON TH E UNSPOKEN 
PREM I S ES O F  

AN O D D  
RETRO - D I SCO U RS E  

BY NORBERT TRENKLE TRAN SLATED BY jo KEADY -------

COULD THE CLASS STRUGGLE BE 

MAKING A COMEBACK ON THE STAGE 

OF HISTORY? lF ONE FOLLOWS THE 

DISCOURSE ON THE LEFT, THERE IS NO 

DOUBT ABOUT IT. 

Referencing the proletariat and class struggle, 
the preface to issue 4/2003 of Fantomas maga
zine reads, "There's life in the old dog yet." 
It continues, "If the balance of power is to be 
challenged from below .. .it is high time for 
the left to make class an issue again" (p. 3). 
Similar comments are appearing in many 
other left magazines. AB the crisis of glob
alised capitalism increases social polarisation 
and certain kinds of resistance start stirring, 
the traditional Marxist worldview is appar
ently regaining a commensurate degree of 
respectability. 

Disregarding for a moment the Marxist 
dinosaurs still raising the brawny prole fist, a 
remarkable change has arisen in contrast to 
the traditional discourse around class struggle. 
It has been obvious for a long time that the 
past fixation on the white, male, metropolitan 
industrial working-class as the fantasised 
subject of the revolution is outdated. This is 
not only due to the microelectronic revolu
tion in productivity that transformed this 
social segment into a small minority, which is 
privileged in many respects when compared 
to the large mass of precarized labour sellers, 
and aggressively defends its status through 
downward delimitation in the capitalist peck
ing order. In fact the discourse of the 1 980s 
and 1 990s justifiably criticised the hierarchi
sation and exclusivity that were tied to the 
fixation on a certain section of the conflict 
between labour and capital as capitalism's 
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fundamental contradiction and has, by 
contrast, highlighted the various and 
labyrinthine forms of domination. However, 
it never rose above a merely additive method: 
the category of class was extended, differenti
ated and complemented with other categories, 
particularly gender and "race", i.e., ethnicity. 
Thus a broad critical conception of capitalist 
relations and the prospect of its overcoming 
were lost. By contrast, the new discourse of 
class struggle seems to be a highly hybridised 
product; on the one hand, it demonstrates an 
attempt to redevelop a centralised concept 
that reduces all ongoing struggles to a 
common denominator. On the other hand, 
the strictures and exclusions of orthodox 
Marxism will not be reproduced. The result is 
a conception of class struggle that, while it 

"The conscious creation 
of a labour-mediated 
society is pure fiction'' 
remains entirely diffuse, is simultaneously 
dependent on non-thematised metaphysical 
premises (mostly in contrast to its own 
demands). In this respect, the new discourse 
around class struggle does not represent a step 
forward from its dignified predecessor, but 
ultimately reproduces it in a form that super
ficially accounts for changed social conditions 
even as it mirrors them. 

HIDDEN ESSENCE 
Given that the mystification of the class 

perspective represents a main staple of the 
Marxist catalogue, its ongoing reproduction 
barely attracts attention any more. Of course, 

it has always been contradictory to claim that 
a social category that was created by capital
ism should also represent an essential stand
point that supersedes it. It is no coincidence 
that from the very beginning this theoretical 
aporia has created highly complex argumenta
tions that, in their metaphysical character, 
were redolent of the intricate theological 
discourses about the Holy Trinity or the 
Immaculate Conception in many respects. 
There is no doubt that Georg Lukacs 
presented the most elaborate and coherent 
version of the theology of class in his collected 
essays from the early 1920s published under 
the title History and Class Consciousness. That 
is why it is the best suited for tracing the 
main features of those metaphysical settings 
and implications that still implicitly affect the 
contemporary discourse about class struggle. 
The young Lukacs's theoretical achievement is 
his attempt to conceive of class perspective 
together with the reification produced by the 
commodity form, which sets his thinking 
apart from that of almost the entire Marxist 
tradition and makes him a reference point for 
the reflective left to this day. It should be kept 
in mind that even then this attempt was an 
intellectual processing of the defeat of the 
western revolutions. Basically, Lukacs is 
concerned with questions of why the prole
tariat hasn't succeeded in overcoming capital
ism despite its growing numbers, and why in 
fact its empiric consciousness remains fixed in 
capitalist categories. The answer is no crass 
theory of manipulation or corruption like 
Lenin's, which mainly explains the absence of 
revolution in capitalist centres through the 
interest of the metropolitan proletariat (the 
"labour aristocracy") in monopoly profits and 
the exploitation of the colonies. According to 



Lukacs, the problem is rather that within the 
commodity-producing society, social relations 
adopt the character of object relations. Thus 
social processes become independent of 
human beings, don't obey a conscious will, 
and seem to become ineluctable, transcendent 
laws of nature. Initially one can agree with 
Lukacs on a basic level. However his meta
physical volte lies in his description of reifica
tion as a structure that hides its "true 
essence". He is not simply implying superfi
cial, ideological camouflage, in the sense that 
there are capital factions or strange powers 
pulling the strings behind the scenes of the 
merely apparent social dynamic, as most 
traditional Marxists put it when they srumble 
about the terms of reification or commodity 
fetishism and tty to interpret them provision
ally. 1 Lukacs clearly sees the real social content 
of the reification that has manifested itself in 
the social structure and that furthermore 
fundamentally shapes the forms of perception. 
But according to his concept the hidden truth 
is that the reified relations are human rela
tions produced by and mediated through 
labour. This provides Lukacs with a theoreti
cally consistent way to turn the standpoint of 
labour into the true standpoint of social 
universality and to elevate the proletariat as its 
representative, to the rank of the historical 
subject that is able to force the reification 
open and overcome capitalism. 

As Lukacs puts it, the proletariat is subject 
to reification because it is forced to sell its 
own labour power and thus turns itself into a 
commodity and objectifies itsel( However, 
this is allegedly just the thing to bring it into 
a position from which it can see through the 
commodity strucrure and realise its own true 
nature, which until now has only existed "in 
itsel(" This is the first step toward a becom
ing for itself that will start not only the libera
tion of the proletariat, but the liberation of all 
mankind with it: "Thus the knowledge that 
social facts are not objects but relations 
between men is intensified to the point where 
facts are wholly dissolved into processes . .. 
Only at this point does the consciousness of 
the proletariat elevate itself to the self
consciousness of society in its historical devel
opment. By becoming aware of the commod
ity relationship the proletariat can only 
become conscious of itself as the object of the 
economic process. For the commodity is 
produced and even the worker in his quality 
as commodity, as an immediate producer, is at 
best a mechanical driving wheel in the 
machine. But if the reification of capital is 
dissolved into an unbroken process of its 
production and reproduction, it is possible for 
the proletariat to discover that it is itself the 
subject of this process even though it is in 
chains and is for the time being unconscious 
of the fact". 2 

This transfiguration of the proletariat into 
the "true subject" -0f capitalism and liberator 
of mankind is inextricably linked to Lukacs' 

understanding of labour as a trans-historical 
principle of social constitution in all societies, 
a conception which is typical for the whole of 
traditional Marxism.3 Therefore labour is the 
principle that makes a society a society and a 
human being a human being. However, 
according to Lukacs, in capitalist society the 
mediation becomes invisible because of 
commodity production. This is exactly what 
he means when he describes reification as 
follows: "The essence of commodity-structure 
has often been pointed out. Its basis is that a 
relation between people takes on the character 
of a thing and thus acquires a 'phantom 
objectivity', an autonomy that seems so 
strictly rational and all-embracing as to 
conceal every trace of its fundamental nature: 
the relation between people. "4 Only the devel
opment of proletarian self-consciousness 
removes the veil and reveals the alleged core 
of social relationships. In this respect, the 
overcoming of this reification represents the 

liberation of labour from the compulsion of 
the commodity structure that is, ultimately, 
external to it. Thus the communist society 
would be one in which mediation via labour 
happened consciously. 5 

Indeed, Lukacs is correct when he defines 
the "basic nature" of the "commodity struc
ture" as the relationship between human 
beings mediated through labour. Only it is 
not just about a trans-historical attribute of 
society in general, but a historically specific 
feature (and, incidentally, not hidden in any 
way) that is different from all other known 
social forms. Even though something has to 
be produced in some way in every society as a 
matter of course, capitalist society is the only 
one in history that constitutes and mediates 
itself through a consistent and unified activ
ity: the abstract output of human energy. In 
light of this, the liberation of labour from 
reification is an impossible task: It is per se a 
reified activity and is, as such, fundamental to 
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modern commodity production. The 
"conscious recognition" of labour as a social 
principle of mediation would be nothing 
more than a contradiction, because it means 
the "conscious recognition" of commodity 
production and the "conscious" surrender to 
its constraints and imperatives. If human 
beings instead started to actually communi
cate consciously and directly about how to 
organize their social relations without being 
redirected through money and commodities, 
it would not be the liberation of a "nature" 
that had previously been hidden behind reifi
cation but, on the contrary, the overcoming 
of the consistent and repressive principle of 
labour and the creation of a plurality of forms 
of social mediation and activity. 

Lukacs's apologists sometimes argue that he 
never glorified the labour perspective bur 
insisted instead on the self-overcoming of the 
proletariat and thus labour. What they over
look is that this self-overcoming is accompa
nied by self-affirmation. It essentially means 
that the fate of the proletariat (labour) will be 
universalized. But a society of this kind is the 
same as the totalised commodity-producing 
society with its objectified compulsions. 
Lukacs allows for that as he still sees "objec
tive economic laws" presiding in a socialist 
labour society: They will remain in effect 
until long after the victory of the proletariat 
and they will only wither away - like the 
state - when the classless society wholly in 
the control of mankind comes into being. 
What is novel in the present situation is 
merely - merely!! - that ... the proletariat 
has the opportunity to turn events in another 
direction by the conscious exploitation of 
existing trends. This other direction is the 
conscious regulation of the productive forces 
of society. To desire this consciously, is to 
desire the 'realm of freedom' and to take the 
first conscious step towards its realization. "6 

This is a confession that the alleged overcom
ing of reification through the conscious 
creation of a labour-mediated society is pure 
fiction. Lukacs is consistent enough in his 
thinking to grant a trans-historical character 
to the fetishist dynamic of capitalism as well 
as to labour. That is why the power of the 
ruling proletariat is restricted to cleverly 
taking advantage of the "objective laws" and 
thereby possibly directing them, exactly repli
cating what the "actually existing socialism" 
and the Fordist regulation state did. 

AsSIGNED CLASS CONSCIOUSNESS 
fu Lukacs romanticises the historically 

specific category of labour as the perspective 
of emancipation and the proletariat as the 
liberator of mankind, his attempt to demys
tify the reification process produces the oppo
site result. The real metaphysical character of 
the universe of the commodity society and its 
transcendent forms are not deciphered, bur 
unconsciously affirmed and further loaded 
with a quasi-religious character. Instead of 
overcoming the Hegelian historical meta-
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physics, Lukacs just reproduces them in a 
"materialistic" manner: Labour takes the place 
of rationality and the proletariat takes the 
place of the Geist as the subject of history.7 It 
is no coincidence that this proletariat thereby 
has all the features of the bourgeois subject, 
including its contradictory structure that 
claims omnipotence while being powerless 
(incidentally, Lukacs does reflect this consis
tently in conceptual terms, as he defines the 
proletariat as the subject-object of history). 
This is because it is not free in its decisions 
about social matters, but is completely 
subjected to a presumed trans-historical devel
opment in its level of consciousness and 
possibilities of acting, which Lukacs identifies 
with the "development of productive forces". 
fu has been pointed out, these "objective 
laws" would still be in effect afrer the revolu
tion and would only become invalid in a 
classless society of the distant and uncertain 
future. Thus it is explained as a kind of onto
logical destiny that the subject is at the mercy 
of the commodity-producing society's objec
tivised logic, with its compulsive expansion 

"Hardt and Negri 
operate with a 
tremendously 
exuberant concept 
of labour" 

dynamic. His "freedom" is reduced to the 
famous insight into necessity. Lukacs is 
absolutely right when he describes the prole
tariat as being subject to abstract compulsions 
and constraints, but they are historically 
specific to the commodity-producing society 
and not a transhistorical reference for 
overcoming it. 

The subjugation of the subject by the fetish 
structure is not, however, only expressed in 
those ideas of an alleged post-capitalist 
society. fu subject of the revolution, the 
proletariat is also thoroughly dependent. This 
becomes more than clear with the definition 
of "class consciousness". It is by no means 
defined as what the members of the working
class actually think, but rather what they 
inherently ought to think. Lukacs struggles 
with the contradiction that the proletariat, 
which "in-itself," should hold an anti-capital
ist standpoint, is, by an empirical majority 
completely unsympathetic to revolution, and 
he resolves this contradiction in a classically 
metaphysical way. Class consciousness, as he 
understands it, "consists in fact of the appro
priate and rational reactions 'imputed' 
[zugerechnet] to a particular typical position 
in the process of production".' fu such it can 
only be defined "scientifically'' in an objectify
ing manner: "By relating consciousness to the 
whole of society it becomes possible to infer 
the thoughts and feelings which men would 

have in a particular situation if they were able 
to assess both it and the interests arising from 
it in their impact on immediate action and on 
the whole structure of society. That is to say, 
it would be possible to infer the thoughts and 
feelings appropriate to their objective situa
tion."• Thus the clinking "subject-object of 
history" is incapacitated a priori and put 
under custodianship. fu it is obviously unable 
to realise its "true consciousness" under the 
circumstances, this has to be taught from 
aurhorised quarters: the theorist and the party. 
Both specifically know the historical mission 
of the working-class, which doesn't know it 
on its own, and therefore give it a great deal 
of help in its development from a conscious
ness "in-itself " to a consciousness "for-itself': 
"The Communist Party must exist as an inde
pendent organisation so that the proletariat 
may be able to see its own class consciousness 
given historical shape. And likewise, so that in 
every event of daily life the point of view 
demanded by the interests of the class as a 
whole may receive a clear formulation that 
every worker can understand. And, finally, so 
that the whole class may become fully aware 
of its own existence as a class".10The grand 
consequences of this thinking are highly obvi
ous: The party is appointed as educational 
authority, a status that is further augmented 
because it is allegedly carrying out its task in 
the best interest of its pupils. So there is noth
ing to challenge. The proletariat has to subject 
itself, in its own name, to the representative 
of the assigned class consciousness: "The 
conscious desire for the realm of freedom can 
only mean consciously taking the steps that 
will really lead to it. [ ... ] It implies the 
conscious subordination of the self to that 
collective will that is destined to bring real 
freedom into being and that today is earnestly 
taking the first arduous, uncertain and grop
ing steps towards it. This conscious collective 
will is the Communist party"11 

Lukacs does not only show himself to be a 
dyed-in-the-wool Leninist, but he puts 
himself entirely, consciously, and unbowed 
within the Enlightenment tradition. The 
echoes of Rousseau's volonte generate or Kant 's 
categorical imperative are anything but coin
cidental. Like them he holds on abstract, 
transcendental princi pies that exist over and 
above empirical knowledge and reduces the 
latter to something insufficient. Therein he 
reflects the practical subjection of human 
beings to the real-metaphysical form of value 
and its abstract domination, which never 
works smoothly but is always in need of 
mediation. For the particular interest of the 
working-class, the party only acts as representa
tive of the "general interest" that allegedly 
results from its class standpoint and, as an 
instance of mediation, it plays exactly the same 
part that the modern state does for the creation 
and maintenance of commodity production. 
Thus Lukacs unintentionally legitimates the 
role of the party as a disciplinary authority 
within the process of capitalist totalisation. 



NARCISSISTIC FANTASIES OF 
OMNIPOTENCE 

Critiquing the metaphysical character of 
Lukacs' class theory and its grand implications 
might appear to be only old news. Didn't 
postmodernism smash metaphysics a long 
time ago? And according to postmodernism, 
isn't the animadversion of metaphysics a part 
of the standard repertoire of the reflected 
Marxism? According to its own self-defini
tion, the more recent discourse of the class 
struggle goes far beyond Lukacs' historical 
philosophy. The editorial in the previously 
cited issue of the Fantomas magazine reads, 
"The withdrawal, or rather the elopement, of 
many leftists from the ancestral cockpit of 
socialistic, social revolutionary, and commu
nist politics is for the most part a conse
quence of the failure of their class struggle 
concepts given class reality. The core reason 
for this failure is the double mistake in the 
definition of the subjectivity of class struggles: 
On one hand, the 'proletariat' was 
sociolog(ist)ically reduced to the employees of 
the Fordist factory, the white, male, skilled 
worker . . . .  The resulting trimmed-down 
proletarian was hypostatized in terms of 
philosophy of history and transfigured into a 

secularized Weltgeist" . 1
2 

However this critique 
ignores that the metaphysics of class is insepa
rably bounded to the mystification of this 
immanent social category of capitalism as a 
revolutionary subject and therefore can't 
simply be overcome by turning the lion's share 
of mankind into the proletariat or the "world 
working dass".13 In doing so, the rightly criti
cised sociological reduction is forced open only 
to grotesquely overstretch the idea of an anti
capitalist collective subject that is not conscious 
of itself The definition of class is indeed 
implicitly extended ad absurdum. But instead 
of drawing the appropriate response, which 
would be to get rid of it, it is only equipped 
with new quasi-religious consecrations. 

Class theories like those prominently advo
cated by authors like Hardt/Negri and John 
Holloway play a prominent role here. 
Although both distance themselves from 
traditional Marxism, this is basically only in 
relation to its positivistic concept of "objective 
development tendencies". However they 
grandiosely hypostatize the Marxist topos that 
the working-class is the true subject of capital
ism and the class struggle its motor. 14 For 
Lukacs, this subject (as demonstrated) is by 
no means autonomous; its scope is defined by 
the "objective economic laws" and their 
historical development (hence the productive 
forces), which Lukacs describes as transhistor
ically valid . The historical superiority of the 
proletariat over the bourgeoisie lies in its abil
ity to realise these laws and to use them 
"consciously," as its class standpoint is poten
tially universal, in contrast to the particular, 
restricted class standpoint of the bourgeoisie. 
After all, Lukacs points out that the subject is 
constituted and restricted by its objectified 

social context within capitalism, whereas 
Hardt and Negri cross this out completely. 
What remains is a completely self-constituted 
subject that is therefore credited with an even 
more fantastical power. Everything, really 
everything becomes a product of this class 
subject, even the conditions of its own subju
gation to capital. The essence of this working 
class, mutated into a "multitude," is its 
autonomy and an enormous, exuberant 
creativity that originates entirely within itself 
Accordingly, Hardt and Negri operate with a 
tremendously exuberant concept of labour. 
They attribute to it the character of a divine 
Creation act (by which the mythical appellate 
authority would be Dionysus) and at the 
same time define it so universally that it 
allows the whole of mankind to be incorpo
rated into their class concept. By this means 
they mystify and ontologise the productive 
forces as the exclusive property of the collec
tive subject known as "the multitude," 
whereas capital, i.e., Empire, seems to be a 
purely external power that lives on the 
exploitation of this "living energy": "The 
multitude is the real productive force of our 
social world, whereas Empire is a mere appa
ratus of capture that lives only off the vitality 
of the multitude . . .  by sucking off the blood 
of the living" (Hardt/Negri 200 1 ,  p. 62). 

In contrast to Hardt and Negri, Holloway 

''As subject of the 
revolution, the 
proletariat is also 
thoroughly dependent" 
describes capital as the objectified side of 
commodity fetishism, and he particularly 
expounds on the problems of the category of 
labour as a reified form of activity. However, 
as its true substance, as its essence, he identi
fies the living activity of "doing," which 
shows all of the features of that Dionysian 
power of Creation. It is described as a living 
flow of human creativity that is interrupted 
and objectified by capital; appropriately, the 
aim of the emancipative struggle is "to recover 
or, better, create the conscious and confident 
sociality of the flow of doing" (Holloway 
2002, p. 210) .  Completely analogous to 
Lukacs, Holloway is interested in the process 
of becoming conscious of a presumed essence, 
except that he (like Hardt and Negri) 
describes the "creative energy'' as an ontologi
cal attribute of the subject that is only shaped 
and exploited externally by capital: "In that 
sense, there is at every moment a dash 
between the development of the forces of 
production (our power-to) and its capitalist 
integument" (Holloway 2002, p. 1 92; empha
sis added).15 Such a metaphysics of "essence" 
contradicts the argument that capital is a set 
of social relations that involves "all of us," as 

has been repeatedly stressed by Holloway. 
Hence it is absolutely in line with his argu
mentation when he finally speaks of an 
"antagonistic relation . . .  between humanity 
and capital" (Holloway 2002, p. 1 90). 
Instead of deciphering the contradictory rela
tion between subjectivity and objectivity as a 
constitutive attribute of a historically specific 
social structure, as one would expect from a 
Marx-based social critique, he resolves it on 
the side of the subject and simultaneously 
equips it with consecrations of transcendental 
dignity. This metaphysical character is 
expressed quite visibly in the use of language 
that bubbles over with religious metaphors 
(by the way, in this regard there is no differ
ence to what Hardt and Negri do when they 
go so far as to refer to Saint Francis at the end 
of their book): "There are no 'objective 
contradictions': We and we alone are the 
contradiction of capitalism . . .  There are no 
gods of any sort, neither money nor capital, 
nor productive forces of production, nor 
history: We are the only creators, we are the 
only possible saviours, we are the only guilty 
ones" (Holloway 2002, p. 178). 

METAPHYSICAL POLE SWAP 
There is an entirely plausible historical 

explanation for the shifr of focus in the 
fundamental metaphysical context. At the 
beginning of the 20th Century, Lukacs was 
confronted with a situation in which the 
working class in fact still had to fight for its 
recognition as a social subject. Accordingly, he 
could not simply assume this status, but had 
to deal with it as a forthcoming development 
amalgamated with the objectified side of the 
social process. He thereby supports the erro
neous idea that the recognition of labour as 
the central principle of society means the 
overcoming of capitalism and not its totalisa
tion. The current representatives of the class 
standpoint face a situation in which existence 
as a seller of labour power as well as modern 
subjectivity, with its illusion of complete inde
pendence from any social conditionality have 
become universal. Therefore it is no coinci
dence that the book by Hardt and Negri in 
particular reads in many parts almost as a 
subtext of narcissistic existential orientations. 
Fantasies of omnipotence take turns with fits 
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of powerlessness; megalomania turns abruptly 
into depression. On the one hand they cele
brate the subject "multitude" as Creator of 
everything; on the other hand it is put down 
again and again by an incomprehensible 
power of capital or "Empire," which turns all 
of its attacks into defeats.16 The reason for the 
failure of this autonomous subject, which 
originates entirely within itself, to liberate 
itself entirely from this power, which depends 
on it, cannot be established coherently in the 
framework of Hardt and Negri's argument, it 
can only be deciphered by a critique of ideol
ogy. The authors fail to analyze the contradic
tory unity of the modern subject and objecti
fication as a hallmark of capitalist society, and 
therefore constantly see-saw between the two 
poles of subjectivity in which this contradic
tion is mirrored.17 Similarity to Nietzsche's 
delusion of an eternal struggle between 
"active" and "reactive forces," which can be 
decoded as mystified auxesis of capitalist 
rivalry relations, is highly visible. In this 
respect, Hardt/Negri and Holloway, like post
modernism in general, have by no means 
overcome metaphysics, but performed a pole 
swap within the metaphysical field of think
ing. The Hegelian philosophy of history, with 
its affirmation of "objective laws", has been 
replaced by the diffuse and no less affirmative 
metaphysics of the "will" and "life". Whereas 
Lukacs sees an objectively definable, trans
empiric "class consciousness" that originates 
from the idea that the standpoint of labour 
and of the proletariat (potentially) represents 
the social totality, Hardt/Negri and Holloway 
see an existential and ontological energy that 
they identify as the nature of the class strug
gle: the vital flow of creativity and its own 
urge for liberation and for the universal 
appropriation of the world. This will be the 
universal motor leading to an unconscious 
connection between all disparate struggles, yet 
before any reflection and before any organisa
tional fusion. Thus every social conflict can 
be defined a priori as class struggle. There is 
the tautological equation: Every social strug
gle is class struggle, therefore the class struggle 
is universal. The question Lukacs struggled 
with, namely how to overcome the empirical 
bias in the struggle of particular interests, has 
simply been crossed out. They consider it 
resolved. The common anti-capitalist nature 
of the struggles manifests itself directly in 
their spontaneity, which has always been 
unconscious-consciously present. 

Indeed, this metaphysical pole swap makes 
it possible to part from the dominant 
construct of the omniscient party that repre
sents "objective consciousness" and is there
fore allowed to teach the proletariat the right 
line. However it is replaced by fantasmatic 
wishful thinking that obstructs the view of 
social reality at least as much as the old glori
fication of the historical subject-object. Not 
only does it mystify any impulse of resistance 
or protest, however small, into a part of a 
global anti-capitalist rebellion without 
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explaining concretely what the connection is; 
the entirely empty abstractness of the meta
physics of the will also allows it to interpret 
ad libitum any social phenomenon as 
evidence of the presence of class struggle. 
Thus migration, for example, is a "powerful 
form of class struggle within and against 
imperial post-modernity" for Hardt and Negri 
(Hardt/Negri 2001 ,  p. 2 1 3) - an ideological 
construct that, as an "autonomy of migra
tion," has become a leitmotif of a post
operaistic scene in the meantime. That way, 
the millions of human beings who are forced 
to abscond from the cataclysms and devasta
tions of the crisis in capitalism are addition
ally objectified and discursively exploited for 
the fantasmatic projections of metropolitan 
intellectuals and movement activists. 18 

Finally, this also means that the destructive 
revelations of modern subjectivity in the 
context of capitalist crisis are deemphasised 
and euphemised quite thoughtlessly. When 
the struggle as such is defined as the urge for 
liberation, then it is in principle also valid for 
social Darwinist rivalry struggles, for regres
sive and fundamentalist movements, or for 
outbreaks of sheer autotelic violence. Even 

"The definition of 
class is extended 
ad absurdum" 

though Hardt/Negri and Holloway don't call 
these forms of expression of the "struggle" 
emancipative, they do appear, in the light of 
these theories, as a quasi-barbarically twisted 
expression of that alleged anti-capitalist 
nature: "Often the No is violent or barbaric 
(vandalism, hooliganism, terrorism): the 
depravations of capitalism are so intense that 
they provoke a scream-against, a No which is 
almost completely devoid of emancipatory 
potential, a No so bare that it merely repro
duces that which is screamed against. .. And 
yet that is the starting-point . . . .  The starting
point is the scream: the dangerous, often 
barbaric No" (Holloway 2002, p. 205 f.) .  One 
can sense at this point in the text that 

Holloway himself is uneasy with this conse
quence. But it is built into the logic of his 
argumentation (as well as in that of Hardt 
and Negri) because simple abstract negation 
of the construct of "objective class conscious
ness" without breaking up the metaphysical 
frame of reference inevitably lead to the 
mystification of capitalist immediacy and thus 
contribute, although unintentionally, to its 
legitimation. 

If the (completely right) insistence on the 
pluralistic and heterogeneous character of a 
potential global emancipation movement is 
not to lead to relativisation and the extenua
tion of the atomised rivalry struggles, it must 
be formulated from a standpoint of deter
mined negation that is based not on positive 
principles or an assumed "essence" but on the 
critique of capitalist totality. A central part of 
this is the critique on the modern subject. 
The spreading irrationality and destructive
ness are by no means the misdirected or 
malformed will for liberation. Far from it: 
they are expressions of the historically specific 
"essence" of the bourgeois subject, which is to 
be overcome and not realised. It is fatal not to 
see these tendencies; they must rather be 
interpreted as beeing a part of the dynamic of 
the crisis of the commodity producing system. 
To understand this, a farewell to the meta
physics of the subject is required . 

FAREWELL TO METAPHYSICS 
The argument that class struggle is at heart 

a purely immanent struggle of interests and a 
modernisation movement on its way to estab
lishing and universalising the commodity 
society which frequently was exposed in krisis 
magazine, has often been criticized as objecti
fying. I agree with this critcism insofar as the 
struggles of the labour movement have never 
been wrapped up in this objective function 
within the historically specific developmental 
logic of capitalism. The revolutionary ideas 
that were tied to these struggles cannot be 
simply dismissed as irrelevant illusions and 
mere blindness. Many of the protagonists did 
take their own ideas seriously: They wanted to 
be the gravediggers of capitalism and not 
simply its obstetrician. This impulse should 
not be dismissed as merely a functional 
camouflage or as a kind of "trick of history". 

Surely it is not very difficult to show that 
even this will remained within the limits of 
the commodity-producing society once it 
became concrete. This becomes particularly 
clear in the positive reference to the state as 
the alleged non-economic authority of the 
consciousness ("primacy of politics") or in the 
continual affirmation of labour as the central 
social category. Upon closer examination, 
almost all "socialistic perspectives" emerge as 
crypto-idealised forms of capitalist reality. 
However there is always something left over 
that isn't wrapped up in this immanence. Last 
but not least are those (mostly short and pass
ing) phases in social movements during which 



forms of social cooperation and organisation 
have developed (e.g., in the council move
ment or in the kibbutz) and that constitute 
reference points for emancipative efforts to 
this day. 

Such emancipative overflows can be found 
in principle in any solidaric resistance against 
domination and repression, e.g., in many 
contemporary social movements against the 
living- and working-conditions in the crisis of 
globalised capitalism, which is becoming 
more and more intolerable. Sure enough, they 
do not express a pre-existing "essence" that 
insists on its liberation; rather, they are noth
ing more and nothing less than the starting 
point for a potential social organisation that 
can no longer be integrated into the forms of 
capitalism. It is impossible to establish a fixed 
criteria and a privileged social location to 
determine where and how such beginnings 
will appear and develop. Social movements do 
not emerge from the abstract understanding 
of the necessity of change, but are always 
ignited by concrete events and in particular 
situations of collective concern. Increasing 
social polarisation and exclusion are certainly 
among these, too. A meticulous analysis of 
these and other conflicts is doubtlessly impor
tant for the concretizing of a radical critique 
of contemporary capitalism. Its task is to 
demystify the fetish forms of the commodity
producing society both in its objectified 
processes and on the side of its subject in order 
to open up a perspective of its overcoming. 
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16 This is  certainly a reason why that theoretical 
construct finds favour with metropolitan movement 
activists. Its narcissist subtext appeals to the post
modern individualists in their subjective constitu
tion on a profound level. 
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CRITICAL 
FRAGMENTS 

SoRRY, MY MrNI> 
YIANOERE/) FOR 

A SECOND. 

Weird religious sect in need of whip-round 
Harvard is noc, ic seems, che cop business school after all. In face, che 
Opus Dei college in Spain bears ic inco second place. The luminaries are 
encouraged co indulge in corporal morcificacion in order co extirpate 
cheir sins. They use a cilice - a sharp prong which devotees scrap round 
cheir thighs. Pain and suffering is pare of che Opus Dei diec. In face, 
suffering is ac che heart of che Christian faich (as well as a few others -

Ed.) Franco relied heavily on the Opus Dei in order co enforce a tighc 
concrol on Spanish society thac lasted for forty years. Ironically enough 
the agony of Franco was quite long and painful. He had to be kepc alive 
uncil che transition of power was setcled. Here in Britain, Opus Dei 
recencly surfaced due co che education minister being a member. We are 
delighted to remind everyone that corporal punishment was banned in 
British schools in 1987. 

A spectre stalking the world 
In 2006 encire families live in che cemeteries of Cairo and Manila. 

Raise a toast to .. . 
The philosopher Raymond Klibanski, who fought against che Nazis 
died on Friday 5th August 2005 aged 99 years. In 1998 he told Le 
Monde chat 'I wasn't ac all surprised, as some were in France by 
Heidegger's adherence co National Socialism. I see in chis the outcome 
of his own thought. '  
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'One must become comcious of it, what we have 
here are French citizens who smash things up in 
order to be heard. Whether they like it or not, they 
are into politics, like the farmers, like the seamen 
of the SNCM, like the angry students. They too 
know, for the last 25 years, the politicians and the 
media have only taken them seriously when they 
undertake violent actiom: de facto, during two 
weeks they have shaken the French social landscape 
like no other party, or classical trade-unionist 
action had done for a long time. ' 

Philip Bernard: Banlieus: La 
provocation coloniale (Suburbs -
the colonial provocation) 

Le Monde, 19 November 2005 

'We are not going to cover France with social 
housing. ' 

French Minister of the Interior, 
Nicolas Sarkozy, defying Chirac, 

French radio 24 November 2005 

'This world is too brutal for me. ' 
John Keats 

THE CRISIS IN THE SUBUIIBS 

Some are prepared to apply old formulas from 
past times to current conditions. It won't do. 
In 1 965 The Situationist International, 
applauded the Watts riots - a visceral 
explosion of revolutionary anger, which had 
been building up for years. After the 
National Guard had been stood down and the 
dust settled in California it was found that 
thirty-two people had died, with 800 
wounded and 3,000 arrested. '  In response ro 
anyone questioning support for such a violent 
upsurge, we have to point out that post-war 
America was an open sewer, a defiantly racist 
country where everyday brutality against 
African-Americans was deemed acceptable by 
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many, and positively encouraged in the 
southern states at all levels. The Watts riot 
was a response to this systematic oppression. 
As well as this capitalism was still -just -
enjoying what would be, as it turned out, the 
last of the dying gasps of 'the long boom' 
following the international reconstruction 
after World War Two. At the time it seemed 
entirely reasonable for political avant-gardes 
like the SI to observe that 'the American 
black people, in truth, want the total 
subversion of this society, or nothing', and 
that the looters wanted to 'take modern 
capitalist propaganda literally, with its displays 
of affluence. They want to possess 
immediately all the commodities shown and 
made abstractedly accessible.' In Watts that 
summer, objects prised from the shops were, 
said the SI, 'transformed into a truth in play. 
Once it is no longer bought, the commodity 
lies open to criticism and modification." In 
1 965 it truly seemed as if life itself could be 
transformed by the newly emerging 'black 
proletariat' who would be able to summon 
the commodity to human control, subdue 
that very thing which until then had 
dominated humans so disastrously. The 
Situationists shared this optimism in the 
destiny of 'the proletariat' with the whole of 
the left. Today, we have to point out that the 
commodity operates with ruthlessness beyond 
any control of any social group or category 
such as ' the proletariat' and as such has to 
be well and truly dismantled, not merely 
'transformed.' 
But even if we are now in a position to 
acknowledge that the previous hope placed in 
'a proletariat' able to reconfigure society in a 
human form has gone for good, why can we 
still not celebrate unequivocally with a people 
marginalized and ignored - who have at last 

dared to strike back at the very system that 
has crushed them? Instead, why can we 
neither support the riots nor be against them? 
In the winter of 2005 in France we witnessed 
a cry of desperation - with an absence of 
forces able to support it in raising it to a new 
level. In its place, we find a cacophony of 
voices offering a solution to the crisis - each 
summoning up forces whose historic role has 
long since been played out. In the first 
instance, the left and right alike were taken 
aback by the uprising, and then began to 
qualify their support with reference to 'the 
good guys and the bad guys. '  Every 
commentator pontificated upon 'how best 
(can we) integrate immigrants into the 
system?' In other words, a lot of breast
beating was done about how best we can get 
everyone concerned into work.3 One left
wing journalist commented that 'politicians, 
academics and militants must engage in 'new 
thinking' but then he himself failed to 
contemplate a discussion that took him 
beyond the simple demands of wealth 
redistribution (in other words, job creation) as 
a remedy to the crisis facing France.4 Recent 
self-styled 'leaders' of the anti CPE student 
protests claimed that 'the right to work is a 
human right.' Clearly, there is a need for 
more lucid critical thinking than this if we are 
to map our way out of the current 
decomposition people are protesting against. 
Meanwhile, the extreme-right flex their 
muscles. Le Pen succeeded in making a 
serious bid for presidency in 2002 - and 
similar forces are waiting in the wings today, 
preying on the huge middle class who can be 
manipulated into fearing 'the foreigner in 
their midst.' Some fear a watered down 
version of Pinochet's Chile being instigated to 
solve the crisis, but whilst French capital's 



success story abroad continues this is unlikely. 
Key business sectors are doing very well out 
in capital's hinterland, as the developing 
world's ecology is sacrificed on the altar of 
valorization.5 
We find that racism was the spark that set the 
tinderbox alight both in the America of 1 965 
and the France of today. But can we still say 
as the Situationist International did of 
African-Americans in 1965 that 'the higher 
they climb, the further they get from the top' 
and that 'individual wealth may make a black 
man rich, but the blacks as a whole must 

''A lot of breast-beating 
was done about how 
best we can get 
everyone concerned 
into work'' 
represent poverty in a society of hierarchised 
wealth'?' Racism is a disgusting fact of life for 
many in Fortress Europe 2006, and as some 
recent films have portrayed, France is still 
living with the psychic scars of previous 
crimes of state7 but in 2006 the commodity 
economy actually finds the old style racism 
an impediment to its desperate need for 
uninterrupted growth. The totalitarian 
labour economy of today is dependent on 
capital being able to constantly revalorize -
and this means people must keep going to 
work even if it is apparent to all that the 
system itself is at a complete limit - partly 
because technology itself has outrun its 
taskmaster, value, and partly because of 
environmental collapse (there is a limit to 

how much the system can commodify of a 
planet that is quite literally, being stripped 
dry). By contrast, in 1 960s America, racism 
was absolutely key in maintaining the system 
of domination - and increasingly so as it 
became more and more apparent to growing 
numbers of people that labour at the service 
of value (at home, if not abroad) was 
superfluous to the needs of the richest society 
ever known to humanity. This made itself felt 
in a variety of ways culturally. Combined with 
the ugliness and senselessness of a war in 
Vietnam, becoming more and more 
unpopular with those forced to service it. 
Everywhere today, by contrast, the system is 
in a different, and very terminal crisis. It is 
unable to provide enough jobs for all who 
need them, and the system ensures that 
everyone is forced to need one, whether 
African, Arab or white - and hence those 
bottom of the pile suffer the worst deal -
immigrants. This immiseration leads to 
increasingly more fantastic forms of 
alienation, and in turn leads to a constant 
downward spiral of racial tension. 
There are no commodities of note left to loot 
in the Banlieus today. The riots fell far short 
from inaugurating some kind of 'festival of 
the oppressed.' The real 'gifts' of the value 
system have been forced to recede further and 
further back into the better-guarded gilded 
cage of the city. Only two targets are left for 
alienated suburban youth to vent their fury -
the ubiquitous motor-car, prized by those 
lucky enough to cling onto some soul
destroying job, and the local municipal 
buildings - often schools, a place where kids 
may actually learn ways to communicate 
articulately - a skill so sadly absent in this 
recent outburst of anger. In such a situation it 
is impossible to apply 1 960s type euphoria to 

those acts engulfing a failed system in 
retrenchment. 

THE CRISIS FOR THE STATE 
The causes of the recent riots in France are 
multi-faceted and complex. First, the misery 
in the French suburbs where the poor are 
relocated, has reached boiling point (lack of 
employment, bad housing conditions, police 
harassment, the general degradation of 
everyday life) Second, the utterances of the 
minister of the Interior, the one and only 
Nicolas Sarkozy, has put oil on the already red 
hot embers. He even referred to the rioters as 
'scum.' Clearly Sarkozy has not read 
Machiavelli or Balthazar Gracian. There is 
nothing worse than a minister of state fuelling 
the discontent in a time of rebellion. Thirdly, 
there is a struggle taking place at the top of 
the French state. At least three people are 
slugging it out - namely Dominique De 
Villepin, the Prime Minister, President Chirac 
and Sarko himsel£ All three are candidates for 
the next presidency. It is doubtful that Chirac 
will be such a candidate - he favours Villepin. 
Back on the ground even right-wing MPs in 
the suburbs disown Sarko's 'scum' references. 
Fourthly, looking at the riots from another 
angle they seem to be helping Sarko's 
position. He clearly wants to recoup the Le 
Pen extreme right-wing vote. The rioters with 
their indiscriminate violence will help a law 
and order agenda. For example, when rioters 
in the outskirts of Paris stopped a bus and 
doused the inside with petrol, most passengers 
escaped except for one disabled woman who 
suffered 30% burns to her body. Such actions 
highlight the brutalization of many people. In 
fact, some rioters often used the same 
methods as the state repression machine -
barbarism on both sides. 
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In the end these riots are a symptom of a 
deep malaise, integration of ethnic minorities 
has not always been successful. If people with 
an Arabic or African name apply for a job 
they often receive a negative reply. This was 
proved when someone sent off a job 
application with his real Arabic name - the 
answer was a refusal. He then re-applied with 
a fictitious French sounding name, and got an 
interview. Clearly, racism bars the way for 
many kids trying to find a way out of the 
ghetto. In fact, what lies behind these riots is 
an enormous crisis in society. The recession 
has been terminal since the 1 970s. There are 
at least 5 to 6 million people unemployed.' 
Social security is paid for a certain amount of 
time, then people are left with nothing. This 
sombre reality has pushed many people onto 
the margins of society. Many suburbs are a sort 
of no-go area. The cops don't go there on foot. 
For most of the inhabitants of these tower 
blocks, life is hell. Women are beaten, hard 
drugs dominate the local underground 
economies, and the elderly are terrorized. Of 
course, this is a Europe-wide phenomenon. 
Most crucially, there is something worse that 
no politician, pundit or expert can ever say: 
namely that those in power and who think 
they run things have no answer on how to 
stem the deep crisis within the economy. 
Many people are surplus to requirements. The 
economy can no longer absorb all the people 
in need. Automation has also thrown many 
workers on the scrapheap. Relocation towards 
China, India etc. has also increased 
unemployment in many developed countries. 
The capitalist system has a cruel logic -
production costs must be kept down. Workers 
are a secondary concern. Students who leave 
the universities or training colleges often find 
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it hard to seek employment. To add more 
injury onto the wounds of wage slavery, the 
coffers of the social security and pensions are 
almost empty. Clearly there is a big problem -
a very deep crisis of the relations of 
production , to be exact. Capitalism doesn't 
work - it destroys the planet. 
The riots in France started when the police 
chased three young guys. They took refuge in 
an electricity transformer, and two of them 
were tragically electrocuted. The French 
police have a reputation for brutality. Those 
who live in the suburbs know something 
about it. After the horrific death of these 
young men, the police and government 
spokespeople did not address the problem. 
Instead of constructive dialogue, hours went 
by and rumours went round that the police 
let the three guys enter the electricity 
transformer without warning. It was a tragic 
mistake and here the blame must be put 
firmly on the shoulders of the Minister of the 
Interior who, in the end, is responsible for 
state security matters. In fact, during that 
crucial period he continued to issue his ' scum' 
speeches. In many ways he reminds us of 
Catilina, who, in 62BC conspired against the 
Roman State. Sarkozy was determined to milk 
the riots for his own ends - that is in order to 
manoeuvre into position as the President in 
waiting. Clearly he is a dangerous figure who 
plays with fire. He will have to be stopped at 
the polls. Some on the left scorn those who 
might vote against such a calamity as Sarko -
in fact in Germany in 1 933 some on the left 
thought that it would be a good thing if the 
Nazis came to power - it would, they said, 
hasten the 'final death-throes' of German 
capitalism. History has shown us that such a 
tactic was doomed to failure. 

On the 1 4  November 2005 a state of 
emergency was extended for three months. 
This state intervention gave the police 
extensive powers of investigation. It restricted 
the movement of people - a curfew was put in 
place at more than 40 hot spots. On the same 
day Sarko demanded the release of a riot 
policeman who had been caught on TV 
cameras doing a Rodney King. A young rioter 
was being roughed up on the ground and 
other riot cops were standing around. The 
judge who was told to release this cop called 
Sarko 'His Majesty Karcher The 1st' .9 In fact, 
'his majesty' was under pressure because the 
police threatened to work to rule. But as we 
have said, all these riots have benefited Sarko' s 
agenda. Colleagues of Sarko even say - 'If you 
don't vote for him, Le Pen will win.' Another 
lie, because Sarko has managed to cut the 
grass under Le Pen's feet. On the 1 5  
November it was announced that 2,700 
people had been arrested. 600 were sent to 
prison. 16 November 2005: The centrepiece 
of Chirac's statement was a plan to create a 
50,000 strong 'civil volunteer' force by 2007, 
with the aim of helping the unemployed and 
disaffected youngsters to acquire skills for the 
workplace. The plaster on a festering wound. 
In fact is it's the entire society that needs to 
change from top to bottom - but the system 
is incapable of financing any real change. 
People in the suburbs are sandwiched between 
the status quo and the rule of the gang. Some 
have called the gang mentality 'nationalisme 
de quartier. 10 The gangs, like all good 
enterprises, defend their patch at all costs. On 
the 17  November, the Russian Nationalist Party 
called for the deaning up of Russian society 
with a karcher hose: Sarko has made some allies 
in Putin's Russia. It doesn't bode well. 

CRITICAL 
FRAGMENTS 

Mexico City Blues 
Travelling by car in 2006, and allowing for no delays, it will take you 
5 hours to cross the entirety of Mexico City. It has 25 million inhabi
tants but many don't inhabit anywhere except the streets. To make 
things worse, people defecate where they can. After a few days the 
human waste dries up and turns to powder. It is blown away, like the 
gold in the film of B. Travern's book The Treasure of the Sie"a Madre. 
The only trouble is that gold doesn't smell, but mierda does. Hence 
everyone has to smell it; rich and poor, middle class and beggars, 
Zapatistas and government drones. Like value, powdered shit spreads 
everywhere. 

Star struck 
" . . .  However, if you try to look up E. P. Thompson in a recent re
edition of The Oxford Who s Who in the Twentieth Century (This 
authoritative reference book provides biographies of men and women 
who have contributed to the thought as well as the action of the 
twentieth century' reads the blurb) you will not find him. The only 
Thompson now thought to merit an entry there is Emma." 
Times Literary Supplement, February 18, 2005 

Bananaman 
Lou Reed once went to the now defunct Compendium Bookshop in 
Camden, and asked for a title by . . .  Lou Reed! Tautology Blues. The 
booksellers were flabbergasted. 01' Reed - a real narcissus! 



The only people who are really happy with 
the burning cars are the automobile 
manufacturers! Many commentators have 
rushed to give us their orthodox Marxist 
analysis, but as we have seen, these riots were 
a response to a specific police action. The 
underlying causes of these riots go further 
than 'class struggle.' It is a real malaise. In 
fact, we cannot condone these riots, especially 
when some actions were inhumane, and yet 
we cannot be against them. The only thing 
we can do is try and understand them at a 
deep level, and not waffle like Jean 
Baudrillard11 who equates them with those of 
Watts and Detroit in the 1 960s. He did not 
see anything amiss when the rioters burned 
schools - and here is a fact he should ponder 
upon: out of the 4000 people arrested during 
the entire French riots, it was discovered that 
many of them couldn't read or write. Many 
did not attend classes. You wonder what kind 
of future these people can have without basic 
skills in a modern society like France. Their 
life can only consist of a downward spiral, 
with the occasional lottery type ticket win for 
the odd one here and there. 12 It is essential 
that any radical critique does not simply 
repeat old slogans of the past but faces up to 
the new realities. Some commentators have 
approached the crisis in France with a 
mixture of situationese, reminscent of a French 
swamp called Os Cangaceiros -real fetishists 
of violence. Other left-wing newspapers opt 
for an orthodox Marxist rant. All these 
ramblings have not added one critical line to 
a new debate. 
The everyday racism needs to be tackled, the 
misery of everyday life in the suburbs is not 
always seen by tourists. French society is often 
a beautiful shop window full of glittering 
stuff. Like the French football team was a few 
years ago also (a good example of integration) 
but behind the fac;:ade lurks Les Miserables -

albeit in a modern guise complete with ghetto 
blasters, Nike trainers and the latest hip-hop 
gangsta rap, with their awful 'lyrics.' One left-

wing commentator here in Britain, a 'Mr. 
Formely', found nothing better to do that 
meditate on current popular music forms in 
the Banlieus. Mr. Formely quotes 'Mr R' 
(Richard Makela) who raps: 'France is a bitch, 
don 't forget to fa.ck her till she's exhausted/You 
have to treat her like a slut, man. ' This 
combination of genuine hate and crass 
chauvinism has been the classic content of 
mainstream rap for years. One moment 
people like Mr Formely-Thurlow can back 
this dirge and then be against it the next. 
Undoubtedly these words are an insult to 
'sluts' and to women for enjoying sex - the 
usual misogyny. Mr Thurlow lies when he 
diminishes the fact that anti-Semitic graffiti 
has appeared on many suburban walls in 
France. This doesn't help create a dialogue 
between the different communities. Some on 
the left qualify this anti-Semitism as support 
for the Palestinians against Israel! 

"Racism bars the way 
for many kids trying 
to find a way out of 
the ghetto" 

All the madness can only produce more 
mindless violence from which Sarko can hope 
to profit. Thurlow can only then waffle his 
empty rhetoric in the rubble he has helped 
produce or, worse, that he doesn't 
understand. He says: "Unless there is 
common class struggle, all these little miseries 
become just little you on your own, or in 
your little unit, trying to fight your way 
through the jungle.'' This is a simplistic view 
of things with no bearing on reality. He is not 
alone - a Paris based outfit under the name of 
'Nemesis' have concocted a mixed bag of 
commentary on the French riots, the best of 
which they take from the German group 

Krisis. For Krisis at least, the orthodox Marxist 
ideology is of no use. In fact, it impedes 
change. They attack the capitalist system at a 
deeper level, at its core: "Marx says in fact 
that the true subject of the capitalist economy 
is value itself; he calls it 'the automaron 
subject.' This is what he calls the 'fetishism of 
the commodity.' In this central aspect of his 
theory, Marx has analysed the very foundation 
of capitalist society.'' fu for Nemesis, they 
hedged their bets in the wrong direction - and 
so carry on ladling out their own recipe of 
indigestible class-struggle stew. But the rioters 
in France did not have the words to explain 
their anger; they could only burn cars. All 
those who stick to old formulae do not help 
them to get out of their tunnel vision and 
hence out of the ghettos. Maybe the rioters 
need to reflect on this and understand the 
world in which they find themselves, and seek 
the words to express the domination which 
afflicts us all , and that, whether one is rich or 
poor, a suburb inhabitant or an inner city 
dweller. capitalist domination, like nuclear 
radioactivity, knows no boundaries, no class, 
no race, no gender. That deadly carcinogenic 
dust - exchange value - envelopes the entire 
planet. It is essential to come to terms with 
this reality. 
During the riots on the outskirts of Paris a 
riot policeman said: 'After seven days of this 
we can't cope. They will have to bring in the 
army.' George W Bush no doubt would have 
sent in the National Guard, as they did in 
Watts in 1965. Baudrillard and his associates 
on The New Left Review in Meard Street don't 
understand the consequences of all this. One 
of the main questions is whether President 
Chirac and Villepin will be able to out
manoeuvre Sarko and frustrate his intention 
of becoming President. All those who favour 
liberty, solidarity and .fraternity must somehow 
unite and engage in a dialogue to stop Sarko 
La Menace. Civil war can be seen looming in 
the distance. Equality is also at stake. The 
extreme right wing raised it's ugly mug a few 
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years ago when Le Pen surged at the polls, 
only to be defeated by a concerted effort to 
back Chirac by all democrats. This time the 
hydra reappears under a different guise. It is 
better to understand this Sarko reality horror 
show before it becomes a possibility. To 
sleepwalk into it will be too late. Freda 
Amalah said she was in favour of a general 
amnesty for all those arrested. She is part of 
the collective 'Ni Putes, ni Soumises' (Neither 
Prostitutes, Nor Submissives) Her intervention 
is helpful. If the French state declared this 
amnesty it could create goodwill and cut the 
grass under the feet of all those trying to 
exploit the riots and the ensuing discontent 
for their own ends. Another commentator 
Jeremy Harding recently published his diary, 
'Amongst the Arsonists.' 13 He writes that: 
"We shouldn't always expect a riot to mean 
something. There's been a carnival air about 
some of the destruction in France, and as 
anthropologists know, the meaning of carnival 
is to be found in the ordinary days of the 
calendar . . .  but with that came a threatening 
message about mistaken or ill-assigned 
identity that briefly clarified the cities like a 
flare over an earthworks." He quotes a rioter: 
"We will become the people you imagine we 
are, just watch out." 
It seems a riot must always means something. 
Mounting grievances bottled up explode. 
Riots are often a way of letting off steam, but 
it seems the rioters didn't  have the words to 
express them, only cocktail molotovs. In this 
instance, the so-called 'carnival' to which Mr 
Harding refers to - and we would be 
interested to know if it took place in his 
neighbourhood - or did he see it on his TV? -
was quite brutal on both sides with more than 
4,700 arrests. The insurgents even stoned fire 
engines and set buses on fire with passengers 
inside. Does he suppose the public at large 
would support such actions? The insurgents 
lost a lot of solidarity and the movement did 
not spread to other sectors - the rioters were 
doomed to failure. Maybe they and Mr 
Harding will have to reflect hard on this. So 
the idea of these riots as a carnival 
might not be too accurate. One thing is for 
sure, it let off steam and some grievances were 
aired. AB for the threatening message Mr 
Harding mentions, the rioters will have to 
refuse any terroristic path or lose the little 
support they have. William Pfaff 
commenting at the same time was even more 
enthusiastic. For him the riots were the 
biggest since 1 968. Pfaff fails to understand 
that each struggle in history is different. To 
compare these riots with the movement of 
occupations of 1 968 is ludicrous. In February 
2006 mass demonstrations took place against 
'The Contract of First Employment and 
Precarity. ' All these rioters and demonstrators 
in the end will have to invest heavily in 
modern theory and dialectics in order to 
understand the complete structure of society 
and its relations of production. Without it, 
insurrectionist attitudes will remain retrograde 
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- witness, especially the negativity towards 
women. They reproduce amongst themselves 
the separation which resembles the old ways, 
still prevalent in the developing countries (no 
wonder women from immigrant backgrounds 
are fighting back) Laurent Bonelli, in Les 
Raisons D'une Colere14explores this issue. 
George Felouzis and Joelle Perrotton speak of 
the crisis in education, of 'the schooling 
apartheid which is the product of a city more 
and more split socially and ethnically. ' They 
quote a teacher from the suburbs: "I had 
problems with Mustapha. He arrived one 
time . . .  He was all worked up . . .  as soon as I 
opened my mouth he found ways to counter 
me. "English has never interested us, it's 
worthless. Why don't we do Arabic? Then 
me, as a good family mother, responded, 
'Arabic as English, requires an even more 
sustained effort because it is even more 
difficult.' 'What's she saying? She's nuts.'  "I 
hoped to calm the atmosphere, then he slams 
the table heavily and tells me, 'In any case, it's 
the Muslims who are the strongest."' Felouzis 
and Perrotton say there is an inversion of all 
values in schools. Pupils have invested in their 
immigrant backgrounds and for them schools 
are a symbol of domination. They have 
reacted by opting for an ethicized schooling 
counter culture. 
This reinvented belonging rests on the fact 
that France cannot nor wants to offer the 
social and economic integration which would 
go hand in hand with 'cultural integration.' 
Clearly there is a crisis, a profound one, but 
what Felouzis and Perrotton forget to say is 
that this crisis of integration attacks everyone 
- a very deep crisis of society and economy. 
In fact, in many schools in France it is 
difficult to speak of the Jewish Holocaust. All 
sorts of people have managed to equate the 
repression of Palestinian people with the 
Jewish Holocaust. Many people on the left 
bear a responsibility in this regard, and 
religious fundamentalists have also exploited 
this trend of distortion. When reason leaves a 
dialogue, you are left with lies that can kill.15 

1 Watts 1 965 - The Decline and Fall of the 
'Spectacular' Commodity Economy reprinted in 
Leaving the 20th Century, Rebel Press 1 998. 
2 Ibid. 
3 'Wby did the Banlieus burn? By Colin Falconer. 
Radical Philosophy 136 (2006). 
4 Ibid. 
5 'Corporate France is in an expansionist mood, 
gleefully striding into new markets, trampling over 
competitors and exploiting the globalised economy. ' 
A tale of two Frances, The Economist, April 1st 
2006. 
6 Leaving the Twentieth Century, ibid 1998. 
7 For example, Hidden (2005) by Michael Haneke 
explores the repercussions of 1960s French colonial 
policy. 
8 Officially there are 3 million people registered as 
unemployed in France (2005). 
9 Sarka had earlier said he wanted to clean up the 
suburbs with a 'Karcher' - a high powered water hose. 
10 'District nationalism.' 
1 1  The New Left Review, Jan/Feb 2006 

12 One lucky citizen of the Banlieus found his 
graffiti tag greedily snapped up by fashionable 
boutiques recently. They liked the ghetto chic his 
artwork encapsulated. 
13 The London Review of Books, 1 December 2005 
14 Le Monde Diplomatique, No 62 1 Dec. 05 
15 Despite their orthodox Marxism, the journal 
New lnterventiom included a sensitive analysis of 
the French riots. They quote a teacher in the 
aftermath of the riots looking on at the burned 
remains of a kindergarten saying 'Wbat are we 
going to say to the little ones?' 

THE REVOLT OVER WORK 
Free market apologists at The Economist 
magazine in April 2006 imagined students at 
the 'elite' education institutions as clever 
dicks busy wringing their hands at the stupid 
backwardness of their fellow protesting 
students at the more downmarket French 
colleges, who, unlike them, are unaware or 
unwilling to admit that France needs a few 
Thatcher type 'short sharp shocks.'  However, 
students at the 'elite' college in Rue Raspail in 
Paris are the fly in The Economist ointment, as 
the call below that _went out in the recent 
unrest illustrates. (We have added some 
footnotes where applicable in order to aid 
discussion) 

THE RASPAIL APPEAL 

To students, unemployed, wage earners more 
or less precarious, of France and Navarre, 
To all those who these days are fighting back 
against the First Employment Contract, And 
maybe against more than that. . .  
Since we manage and more precisely to 
envisage the moment when the Earth will be 
entirely consumed by our way of life, 
Since the scientists are reduced to promising 
us the colonization of other planets to be 
consumed, 
We wage-earners or students, stabilized or 
casual, from the Parisian region and 
elsewhere, occupiers of the study centre of 
modes of industrialization on the 4th floor of 
the EHESS1 on this first day of Spring would 
like to reflect on what could be a durable life' 

APPEL DE RASPAIL 

AUX ffiJDIANTS, CtiOMEUAS, SAL.ARIES PLUS OU MOfNS PRECAJRES. 
DE FRANCE ET DE NAVARRE, 
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and desirable in another finite world. 
It seems impossible for us to ask the question 
of precarity of employment and earned 
incomes without also asking one about the 
precarity of global survival. In these times of 
very advanced ecological disaster, we think 
that any political position and any demand 
which does not integrate the character of 
impasse of the economic development of 
growth, can have the slightest value. 
We are thus, at the same time, fantastically 
utopian and radically pragmatic, even more 
pragmatic in the end than all the 'credible' 
administrators of capitalism and the social 
movements (when UNEF rhymes with 
MEDEF . . . )' 
The creators of jobs and wealth are made the 
objects of a cult, of which we want to smash. 
They were rehabilitated in the 1980s, with 
the help of the left. 
No discourse on exploitation and precarity 
has any sense and meaning if it forbids itself 
to give a rough ride to those who deserve it, 
namely these 'benefactors of the community. ' 
We also want to lift the taboo of this anti-

CPE.4 The perspective of full employment 
which underlies the majority of the 
watchwords and demands in neither realistic 
or desirable. 
Human work, in the West, is massively 
abolished by machines and computers and has 
been for the last few dozen years. However, it 
has been nothing but a commodity for 
capital. But what has changed at the current 
level of technological 'progress' is that the 
accumulation of money demands less humans 
to exploit than before. One has to realize that 
capitalism cannot create enough jobs for all. 
And to recognize on top of this, that those it 
creates with difficulty are more and more 
empty, disconnected from all our 
fundamental needs. 
In this system, the material production is 
offshored towards 'developing' countries, 
where the ecological disaster is also 
concentrating itself (even if we are not 
outdone . . .  ) and at home, in our economy of 
services -allegedly immaterial- the jobs of 
servants flourish: slaves of robotic paces, staff 
of 'services per person' (see the recent Borloo 

plans), little soldiers of management. 
This movement will only be strong and a 
bearer of the future if it manages to make 
heard a lucid critique of modern work. And if 
it permits to establish definitively that there 
will be no way out of crisis. Far from being 
crushed by this we want to draw strength 
from this statement. We think that a 
consistent social movement must see its goal 
as facilitating the collapse of the economy. 
The present world does not know anything 
outside of it, one cannot hope to flee from it. 
One must thus patiently constitute an 
environment where one produces means of 
subsistence without the recourse to industrial 
machinery,' and where new human relations 
would emerge, disengaged from it. One must 
at the same time undertake the dismantling of 
entire sites of the existing production 
machinery, useless or harmful. Of course, all 
this demands, in our discourses as well as in 
our practice, a resolute rejection of the state 
and of its representatives, who will always be 
obstacles to our projects of autonomy. 
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CRITICAL 
FRAGMENTS 

'You are making the wall look good. Go home.' 
Said a Palestinian to Banksy, the graffiti artist on his visit to rhe Middle 
East in August 2005. Banksy thought he could meddle in the politics 
of that region as if ic was Bristol, or Hackney. He is a shrewd media 
manipulator who has successfully co-opted radical ideas and turned 
them into saleable art. Early on, Banksy turned down the kings shilling 
when it came knocking at his door in the form of Adidas and Nike, 
who wanted him to endorse their sweatshop labour products. Today he 
finds it less of a problem acting as fool for the celebriry type King Lear's 
who buy his work ro decorate their restaurants and fashionable 
residencies. Many on the left admire him and wish they were him. It is 
laughable. Celebrity Madonna, who clearly hit every branch of the idiot 
tree on her way down, resides in England these days now that the 

lunatics have taken over the asylum back home in the good ol' USA. 
She invests shrewdly in Mexican artist Frieda Kahlo's work. Madge likes 
to ape it up as the country-lady. She refuses ro let people use rhe public 
footpath chat runs through her sprawling estate. If Kahlo had foreseen 
the future for her paintings she would have put them straight in the fire, 
but now they live a miserable existence, shackled ro Madge's palace 
walls, staring down at those gnarled and bitter celebriry millionaires in 
their hideous home. A real story of domestic gothic horror, worthy of a 
latter day Edgar Allen Poe ... 

One shit wonders. 
Thom York of Radiohead deserves a gong for services rendered in che 
call of dury. He has done a truly fine job of rubbing peoples noses in 
their own misery. With lyrics like Gucci little piggy and so on, shopping 
will never be the same again. After reading Naomi Klein's No Logo, the 
band decided not to accept big business sponsorship on their world 
rours. Everyone sat up and clapped. We were under whelmed. We were 
further under whelmed to see them stilt stuck in the EMI trenches. 
How many millions do you need to live on, exactly Thom? Perhaps 
they are investing all that cash in renewable energy worm farms, or 
something. Meanwhile, some truly pathetic music journalists have been 
getting excited about the so-called 'radical' outfit called Hard-fi. With 
lyrics like 'went to the cash machineldidn 't have any money in my bank 
account/Why is capitalism so crap//,a la /,a'. With competition like that, we 
forgive Thom York anything. And as for that idiot who went on Big 
Brother with Galloway, he needs a right spank, but there's a long queue 
so gee in line. 

All the truth that's fit to print. 
The word 'capitalism' does not appear once in rhe three volumes of 
Marx's Capital. For Marx, 'capital' is considered as an entiry . . .  

A pessimist is an informed optimist. Ukranian Proverb. 

To Bee or Not to Bee. 
The late Peter Cook once said that the existence of wasps was proof of 
the non-existence of God. 



LETS CEASE TO DEMAND STABLE 
EMPLOYMENT FOR EVERYONE! 
(EVEN IF ONE HAS TO SOMETIMES 
FIND A JOB FOR MONEY) 
LET THE CRISIS WORSEN! 
LET LIFE WIN! 

From the occupiers of the Study Centre of Modes 
of Industrialization at the School of High 
Studies in Social Sciences, Bd Raspail, in Paris. 
Constituted as a Committee for the 
De-industrialization of the World, between the 
dawn of March 21 and the middle of the next 
night, 2006. 

1 A Paris based Ecole des Hautes Emdes en 
Sciences Sociales. 
2 A life beyond capital, one without social or 
ecological disasters. 
3 UNEF: French National Union of Students. 
MEDEF: French Business Confederation, an 
umbrella organization representing the majority of 
employers' interest groups, large and small. 
4 CPE: First Employment Contract. 
50n the question of industrial production, 
Principia Dialectica would like ro draw attention to 
the following: " . . .  One can certainly demonstrate 
the autonomous fetishist movement in industrial 
production, the mechanisms of domination and the 
internal contradictions of the system of commodity 
production, but one cannot explain capitalism by 
industrial production. And this is also why the 
supersession of capitalism does not merely signify 
the abolition of industrial production, but the 
profound transformation of it instead . . .  " Extract 
from Norbert Trenkle's Beitrage Zur Kritik Des 
Warengegesellschaft (Critique of Work and Social 
Emancipation), krisis no.28, Sept. 2004. French 
edition by Vaine Pature Editions, Paris, Feb. 2006, 
translated by Wolfgang Kukulies and Gerard Briche. 

At the height of the anti-CPE protests, a mass 
meeting was called in Paris for the 23 March 
2006. Many wanted to discuss ways of 
pushing the movement beyond seeking a 
simple accommodation with the status quo. 
The text below smacks of the old critique 
('world of abundance' etc. In fact, the system 
has reached its absolute internal limit for 
accumulation.) However, the author's point 
out that the state had good reasons to organise 
provocateurs so as to prevent people meeting 
freely in Paris during those crucial days:-

LETS SPEAK OUT! 
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Everything is being done to prevent us 
meeting. The priority is the creation 
everywhere of places where we can come 
together and meet! Why are we struggling? 
Just for the rescinding of the CPE? To beg the 
right to be a modern slave, subject to a life of 
"metro-work-tele-sleep" with a contract of 
"undetermined length"? 
The CPE is only an advanced expression of 
the capitalist logic where humans only exist if 
they add to the profits of capital. This logic 
leads to the generalization of insecurity for the 
exploited. It means subjecting the youngest of 
us to the most humiliating conditions for 
being hired in all of the developed world. It is 
the same logic that means that today a child 
on the planet dies every four seconds, that war 
kills millions of civilians just about everywhere 
in the world. Again, it is this logic which is 
leading the Earth to the brink of an 
irreversible ecological disaster. 
It is this infernal logic that must be broken. 
Breaking it involves the generalization of the 
idea that the political parties of the left and 
the trade unions of all kinds, which claim to 
represent and defend the exploited, are totally 
situated within the logic of capitalism and 
only seek to manage, and in the end, uphold 
this system. Under their direction any struggle 
is condemned to impotence. 
Don't forget that the failure of the huge 
mobilization for the struggle in France, in 
2003, against the reform of pensions and of 
education was only possible thanks to the 
clever cooperation between the government 
and the trade union bosses. In this respect the 
newspaper "Le Monde' reported on June 1 7  
2003: "the minister (Filion) is grateful to the 
centre of Montreuil (the CGT union) for 
striving to prevent the generalization of a 
movement which risked escaping control." 
The problem is not in itself the shameful 

behaviour of these cynical and manipulative 
bureaucrats. The problem is how to assert our 
power our will against all those who undermine 
our determination. It is nor easy to learn to 
organise ourselves on our own, without any 
control except that of our assemblies, but as 
the current experience of college and high 
school students show it is possible. 
It is clear that workers have a greater weight 
in society than students, given that it is 
thanks to them that society functions. It's 
why the government and the unions have the 
same essential priority: prevent the 
convergence between the world of wage
workers and that of the young in education 
who are simply the future insecure workers. 
That's why they did everything to prevent the 
meeting planned at the end of the Paris 
demonstration on 23 March from taking 
place, with the aid among others, of 
provocateurs (breaking shop windows and 
attacking demonstrators) followed and helped 
by a few hundred manipulated misfits, as 
more and more numerous accounts testify. 
The decision, on the pretext of safety, to close 
the university sites went in the same direction 
of depriving the movement of places where to 
meet and organise. 
Our priority is to counter the sabotage. We 
must speak out. We must create places to 
meet, discuss, reflect together, make decisions, 
everywhere where this is possible: at the end 
of and during demonstrations, on the 
campuses and in the schools, workplaces, 
places of public entertainment etc., in 
particular at the end of the day so as to allow 
those who work to come. 
Break down the separations. Create places 
where the strength of the generalized 
discontent can become an active power. 
Capitalism is not a fatality due to some evil 
human nature. Capitalism is no more eternal 



than ancient slavery or feudalism. The 
inhuman laws that constitute it are from past 
times. It only survives by the force of state 
apparatuses and by our submission, sustained 
every day by the billions spent on daily 
ideological indoctrination. 
Let us take advantage of these moments of 
struggle, when we assert ourselves, to 
recognize what is evident: another world is 
possible, if we want it. A world where 
humans are no longer forced to sell 
themselves to survive, where human 
relationships are not destroyed by money. A 
world based on abundance and on things 
being free. We know that the material means 
exist. We need to free ourselves from our own 
fear and from those who falsely call 
themselves "our representatives." 

Some Internationalists. March 26 
http://cercledeparis.free.fr/ 

At the end of March 2006, President Chirac 
appeared on TV to announce that the CPE 
had been reduced to one year and he gave 
empty assurances that young people would 
not be easily sacked. Chirac's intervention was 
as far as he would go in order to protect De 
Villepin. A futile exercise since 
demonstrations against the CPE are bound to 
continue. In any case Villepin is burnt out, 

his chances of being the next President are 
sunk, which leaves the dreaded Sarkozy in the 
race. Some imbroglio. 

A BREATH OF FRESH AIR? 

La Revolre Des Cites Frarn;:aises symptome 
d'un Combat Social Mondial (The Revolt of 
the French Housing Estates - Symptom of a 
Worldwide Social Struggle) by Echanges et 
Mouvement, (April 2006, Paris.) is quite 
accurate as a catalogue of the recent crisis. 
The authors of the document are less accurate 
when it comes to analyzing the events. First, 
the revolt in the French suburbs did not 
spread to other sectors of sociery. Echanges et 
Mouvement constantly refer to the proletariat 
and the ruling class, when in fact the 
dominant class is more or less powerless to 
rule society. Hence De Villepin had to 
withdraw the CPE (Contract of First 
Employment) and the state of emergency had 
to be lifred. The so-called ruling class is itself 
subject to the abstract rule of capital, with all 
'the fluctuations of the wallet' as Marx once 
ironically remarked. Like all classes, the 
proletariat has more or less been dissolved 
into a mass of consumers who sometimes 
rebel, but ofren they do so on the terrain of 
the system, and are thus easily co-opted back 
into the capitalist commodity maze. Echanges 

cannot get out of the proletarian straitjacket 
and here we must point out that they seem to 
know that the fit is a bit tight, but still they 
wear the habit. Echanges say that capitalism 
can adapt itself to new conditions. But as we 
have seen, on the pollution side things are 
getting a bit sticky. In fact, as has recently 
been pointed out, capitalism has reached 'its 
absolute internal limit to accumulation.'14In 
many ways, Echanges et Mouvement remind 
one of the British magazine Aujheben. Both 
groups are divided internally - on the one 
hand you have the orthodox Marxists with a 
hard-line class analysis, and on the other a 
few people who are dissatisfied with this 
simplistic perspective, and are looking 
elsewhere beyond the rigid class grid for 
answers. Echanges do not like the idea of 
capital being subject, but they're not alone. 
Many people still gargle with a Debord or 
Castoriadis mixture, others stick to a Lenin 
mouthwash. Either way, the result still stinks. 
Nevertheless, we still recommend the 
Echanges et Mouvement text as one that goes 
beyond the usual lefi:-wing flannel. 
Available from BP 24 175866, Paris cedex 1 8  
France. €4 plus postage. 
Echanges.mouvement@laposte.net 
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Motor Madness 
'The average man hardly cares for any living being with the intensity 
and persistence he shows for his automobile. The machine that is 
adored is no longer dead matter but becomes something like a human 
being. And it gives back to man what it possesses: the life of the social 
apparatus to which it belongs. '  
Some Social Implications of Modern Technology by Herben Marcuse ( 1941) 

In their desperate bid to find space for the car - that most cherished 
member of the family - an area 22 times the size of Hyde Park has been 
concreted over in London suburbs in recent years. Greenery has 
disappeared as front gardens have been converted into driveways or 
paving. This has caused an increase in local temperature, noise and 
pollution. In 2005 more than 1 million tonnes of raw sewage 
overflowed into the Thames during flash floods, mostly because 
rainwater cannot seep back into the ground naturally. Watch out for the 
lunatics on the right-wing Tory fringe as well: a few years ago one pin
striped ponce muted the idea of solving the public transport crisis by 
ripping up the railways and turning them into an extra stretch of road, 
but that's as crazy as attempting to privatize the NHS, and we know no 
politician would ever try that in Britain, would they? 
Source: The Guardian, September 3 2005. 

'Woman does not exist in the Vatican. ' 
Caroline Pelozzi, author of a book on John Paul II. 

The Scum that Rises 
Carl Schmitt: A Far too recpectablee anti-Semite by Roger-Pol Droit 
highlights how this celebrated j urist found nothing better to do than 
back the 'law for the protection of German blood and honour' 
proclaimed at Nuremberg in 1 935. "The next year the same Carl 
Schmitt denounces 'Jewish infection' and is 'enthusiastic about the 
Constitution of Freedom' directed against all those he calls 'the parasites 
of Germany."' Schmitt undertook the job to 'purify' German judical 
science 'for us. ' He said. 'No Jewish author has any authority. '  Between 
1947 and 195 1  - after the Shoah - the thinker who died in 1985 aged 
97, continued to write in his personal notes: 'The Jew is the true 
enemy.' As Roger-Pol Droit says, is it possible to separate his theoretical 
work from his hatred of the Jews?' Schmitt had by then taken up the 
posture of the victim: Tm always treated unfairly.' 
Roger-Pol Droit: 'Under the circumstances, to be respectful, there you 
would have an injustice.' 
Le Monde, November 2005. 

http://cercledeparis.free.fr/
mailto:Echanges.mouvement@laposte.net


N OTES F ROM 
TH E STEAM 

ROOM 

SCIENCE MAY PROVIDE SOME SOLUTIONS 
TO THE PREDICAMENT MANY HUMAN 
BEINGS FIND THEMSELVES I N .  IT IS 
DEEPLY EMBEDDED IN OUR CULTURE AND 
PLAYS AN IMPORTANT PART IN OUR 
EVERYDAY LIVES . SCIENCE CAN ALSO BE 
VERY ENTERTAINING, STIMULATING AND 
A BOON TO THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE 
INTELLECT. FOR THESE REASONS THE 
PROJECT SHOULD NOT BE ABANDONED. 

Despite the benefits, science provokes a sense 
of alienation, frustration, impatience and 
mistrust in many non-scientists and some of 
these non-scientists have been trained in 
science. They notice that the use of science 
and technology for the direct benefit of 
people and the environment has become less 
apparent and that its importance in the 
service of value has grown. 
My own doubts about science arose from crit
icising a group of researchers at UMIST who 
were working on the air pollution problem in 
Manchester during the 1 970s and who 
arrived at the riveting conclusion that roads 
should be widened in order to disperse traffic 
fumes more effectively. 
The problems of funding science and the 

shortages of scientifically trained people are 
always in the news. Less is written about the 
problems with science and scientists them
selves though and this article tries in a small 
way to address these matters. For the sake of 
brevity, and to deal with the sheer enormity 
of the subject, the different topics are 
considered under headings. 
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BY PROFESSOR SPRINT 

THE LOSS OF INDEPENDENCE 
This is a problem that has probably alienated 
scientists. Their independence has declined 
and the bureaucratisation of science and the 
cost of science have increased. Although these 
tensions are not necessarily linked they do 
reinforce each other. Sometimes the high cost 
of equipment ends up determining the course 
of research itself. Certainly there is a greater 
dependence on larger 'outside' funding and 
funding bodies. 

DECLINING JI.OLE OF THE AMATEUR 
Elitism can be surprisingly strong among 
professional scientists given that they are 
concerned with logical arguments, and this is 
the case even if they are beneficiaries of public 
funding. Faraday, who started as an amateur 
scientist, was shocked by the elitism of the 
Royal Society in his day. Today things do not 
seem so very different and the 'marginalisation' 
of amateurs in science is almost complete. 
This will have a deleterious effect on both 
science and society because historically there 
have always been amateurs who made signifi
cant contributions. Their independent but 
more isolated position gave them the freedom 
to theorise more daringly than their colleagues 
in professional circles where the group can 
'censor' outlandish speculation. A passionate 
amateur might even be more patient. 
Nowadays amateurs do work that has been 
abandoned by institutions, including 

universities. Maybe it is unglamorous, does 
not attract funding, or is too time-consuming 
but the work of un-institutionalised amateurs 
will continue and always be necessary, espe
cially in the observational sciences. Some 
amateur scientists benefited from a private 
income but there were also working people 
among them such as the discoverer of stainless 
steel, Portland cement and Darwin's co-theo
riser of evolution, Alfred Wallace. 

0BSE11.VATIONAL POWERS 
To be observant is to possess an important 
quality for working in science yet it is a skill 
that can be honed in an un-institutionalised 
way that befits the amateur who works for 
fun and the sense of activity. The rise of the 
institution based professional scientist has 
been accompanied by a decline in observa
tional activity. There tends to be an emphasis 
on laboratory science and theorising. 

F'uN 
It is impressive how many scientists say their 
work was primarily fun and that they derived 
pleasure from finding things out. Ernest 
Rutherford is reported to have said that he 
hoped no one would find a use for his work 
and so spoil his fun. It is difficult to see how 
anyone could have been so naive given that 
applications for any piece of 'pure' science 
have been sought after for a very long time. 
Maybe science is less fun as a consequence. 



OBJECTIVITY 
With so much 'corporate' science and consult
ing work undertaken the objectivity of scien
tists is now 'negotiable'. Examples include the 
'research' conducted by or on behalf of the 
brewing and tobacco industry into health 
issues and government 'research' carried out 
into the viability of harnessing wave energy. 

THE PROFESSIONAL 
The rise of the career or professional 
scientist accompanied the decline of the 
amateur scientist's status, role and credibility. 
This rise of the careerist scientist is an 
outcome of the growth of the State, and with 
this comes the phenomenon of engineers, 
mathematicians and scientists signing up to 
an Official Secrets Act. This restricts the open 
dialogue required in science. 

CONTRACT RESEA11.CH AND SCIENCE 
There is something barren about contract 
research. Within a specified period the 
professional researches and teaches, writes a 
report and pre-determined number of articles 
for peer review, gets paid and then looks for a 
new project. Many of the ancients would 
have rebelled. 

CREATIVITY AND COMMUNICATION 

SKILLS 
Superficially it looks like there is far more 
creativity in the arts, culture and media than 
in science and this seems to be the conven
tional wisdom. However scientists generally 
are engaged in an immensely creative activity. 
The general public and politicians have such a 
patchy understanding of science that this 
misconception easily takes root. 

COMMUNICATION 
Despite the creativity of scientists it is some
times surprising how poor they are at 
communicating. This is to the detriment of 
science and society as a whole. Maybe it has 
something to do with the lack of time, 
recruitment, or that so few women work in 
science, engineering and technology. 
Whatever the cause it is still difficult to avoid 
the conclusion that people who work in the 
arts are generally much better at communicat
ing, and communicating about what they do. 

KNOWLEDGE OF THE ARTS 
Given their poor communication skills it 
seems contradictory that scientists are often 
far more knowledgeable about the arts than 
artists are about the sciences. Sometimes it 
seems that artists are proud of their ignorance 
of science even though this kind of ignorance 
is damaging to society. 

SPECIALISATION 
Science as a field of activity is plagued by 
specialisation but with such a vast field of 
knowledge some specialisation is inevitable. 

Over-specialisation may also be due to the 
training scientists receive. 

RECRUITMENT AND TRAINING 
Most scientific work is arduous and difficult 
and to do the experimental work that is so 
important in science scientists need the ability 
to be extremely focused. Long periods of 
uninterrupted time are also necessary for 
concentration. These requirements do not 
encourage the development of outgoing, 
guileful characters. 

DEPRESSION AND OBSESSION 
Instead, these requirements favour a more 
depressive and obsessive character. This could 
explain why talented scientists with good 
minds can be browbeaten by bureaucrats, 
managers and so on into making suspect deci
sions or working in fields that are against the 
interests of many people. 

CONSERVATISM 
Scientists are invariably conservative on social 
questions; especially engineers. In the UK 

recruitment from a narrow range of schools 
and colleges reinforces this. The private 
and elitist educational institutions are also 
places where fiddling and a passage through 
the ranks. 

PROGRESS 
Progress cannot be automatically linked to 
science but there is a strong association 
between science, technology and progress. 
Unfortunately for the average person the 
experience can be one of more alienation, 
more boring work, a more barren social life 
and, as always, an intensification of 
capitalism's emphasis on value. 

COMPARTMENTALISED KNOWLEDGE 
Generalists tend to be viewed with suspicion. 
But it was a scientist with a multidisciplinary 
background who first raised the hypothesis that 
BSE or similar diseases cross the species barrier. 

LUCK 
Luck or chance plays a part in some scientific 
work but there is a perception that modern 
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constraints eliminate the opportunities for 
those imaginative, spontaneous, intuitive or 
even playful 'flashes' that interweave with 
chance and bring some scientific projects to 
fruition. 

MORATORIUl( 
Lewis Mumford cites the one and only scien
tist who proposed a period in which to take 
stock and call a temporary halt to scientific 
work until a public debate on science and its 
direction could be conducted. This may be an 
impossible proposal and scientists criticised 
him but clearly others think differently. 
"Chemists, stop your work!" was the slogan 
that a movement rallied around during the 
1 980s in response to unbearable levels of air 
and water pollution in the former USSR. 

RESPECT 
The professor of science especially used to be 
highly respected in British society but in the 
last few decades the respect accorded to 
doctors, engineers, mathematicians and scien
tists has declined and this is partly linked 
with a loss of trust. 

MJSTRUST 
There is a general view that many people are 
socially alienated from science and technol
ogy. Although scientists are not responsible 
for this state of affairs it does not strengthen 
trust. There has also been a decline in trust 
between people generally. 
The official stance of scientists about 
problems, disasters, mistakes, and life 
threatening issues has also eroded trust. 
Thalidomide, Bhopal and BSE were 
disastrous issues that stand out as watersheds 
as far as trust is concerned. 
On the other hand the identification of 
tobacco smoking as a public health problem 
should have validated the work of scientists 
and reinforced trust in their work but instead 
too many people chose to ignore the findings. 
In 1 955 John Doll demonstrated convinc
ingly that tobacco smoking harms health but 
a ban on smoking in public places was intro
duced in 2005 in order to protect people 
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from secondary tobacco smoking. 
The work of the British Antarctic Survey in 
alerting society about the thinning of the 
ozone layer may have validated the work of 
the scientist more successfully. 

R!JECTION OF SCIENTIFIC FINDINGS 
Asbestos was first implicated in lung cancer 
in 1 905 and later, by good scientific work in 
the 1 930s, but it took until 1 978 to get 
strong controls on its use in order to reduce 
human exposure to the fibres of all three 
forms of asbestos. 
The aluminium industry supported research 
that refuted the possibility of aluminium 
crossing the blood - brain barrier. 
There is still a Flat Earth Society but it causes 

very little harm compared to official 
prevarication and recalcitrance over the 
public health concerns such as asbestos, 
tobacco smoking, alcohol abuse, leaded 
petrol and mobile phones. 
On a more individual level, the ex-academic 
and botanist David Bellamy who has served 
on the board of 48 environmental NGOs 
denied that anthropogenic climate change is 
taking place. 

THE INTERNATIONAL PROJECT 
Science always has been an international proj
ect. The scientific community, if you can call 
it that, eliminated national boundaries a long 
time ago, and in this respect it is advanced 
and presents a good example of 'international' 
co-operation. On the professional level it has 
been harnessed by large enterprises in the 
name of producing value. For amateurs it is 
still in tact, which is one reason why the 
IUCN was asked to muzzle its amateur and 
NGO members by the Ford Foundation. 

SUPPJl.ESSION 
There are many examples of scientific innova
tion, inventions and discoveries being 
suppressed for financial, nationalist and polit
ical reasons. This undermines scientific 
endeavour but scientists have sometimes let 
things happen. 

BACTERIOLOGICAL AND BIOLOGICAL 

WAii.FAQ 
This is a case of engineers and scientists 
working in total contradiction to the whole 
medical science, public health and health 
promotion project, from Hippocrates to the 
modern day. 
Ornithologists wittingly worked on a bird 
parasitology project in Thailand in the 1 960s, 
funded by the CIA. The object of their study 
was bird migration between the People's 
Republic of China and Thailand. 
Scientists are not immune from illogical 
behaviour. Why should scientists benefit 
implicitly from our trust? Ludwig Boltzmann 
who devised Boltzmann's energy constant 
experienced harassment from other scientists 
that led him to take his own life. John Turing, 

a pioneer in the field of artificial intelligence 
suffered the same end. Professor Burt cooked 
the books when he wrote about intelligence 
and race. Rachel Carson's writings such as 
"Silent Spring" were categorised as journalism 
even though she first trained and worked as 
a zoologist. 
John Maddox, editor of Nature for many 
years, viewed any environmental critique, 
explicit or implicit, as suspect and anti-estab
lishment in a hippy sort of way and based on 
flimsy evidence. He wrote many editorials in 
which he seemed to be jousting with an 
imaginary environmentalist. In this way he 
helped to arrest the development of an envi
ronmental critique of science and technology. 

THE FLIGHT Fii.OM SCIENCE BY YOUNG 

PEOPLE 
The reasons for this are complicated and it is 
a serious problem. Perhaps the rewards of 
study take a long time to come through, as 
they do when learning a foreign language or a 
musical instrument. 

THE SCIENTISTS' FLIGHT Fii.OM 

TEACHING. 11.ESEAil.CH & THE NHS 
Scientists are not valued enough in the UK. 
Meanwhile a high proportion of science and 
mathematics graduates enter companies 
involved in producing 'military' hardware. 

APPAil.ENT LACK OF ANY ETHICAL 

STANDAil.DS 
There is a perception that ethics are superflu
ous to the work of scientists and that the 
social question is making it harder and harder 
to do scientific work. 

PuBLIC SUBSIDIES 
Public funding has been a feature of science 
and many big projects but members of the 
public are excluded from the decisions, 
process and activity of science, even to the 
point of being denied use and access to the 
equipment and facilities they paid for. 
Recently it was announced that a European 
nuclear fusion study has received a subsidy of 
£7bn. Who will benefit from this? The hugely 
subsidised supersonic transport project of 
Concorde received the accolade of "the 



worker's plane" from one manager in 
Toulouse but how many workers travelled on 
it before it was consigned to a museum? 

THE SPECIAL POSmON OF ENGINEERS 
The contribution of engineers is appreciated 
generally because people can see the benefits 
of engineering, regardless of the stability or 
ideology of a society. Even when a society is 
decomposing they tend to left alone. One 
notable exception was Cambodia during Pol 
Pot's dictatorship. 

PuBUC ACCOUNTABILITY 
The elitism of scientists recruited from our 
top institutions may explain something about 
the lack of accountability. 

CONCLUSION 
Science fiction writers cast in mould of]ules Verne, 
HG Wells and Yevgeny Zunyatin remain the 
torchbearers of bold conjecture that is so evident in 
science, whereas the modem scientist, snared by the 
demand to produce value, can end up writing 
some thing that looks like science fiction. One 

need only recall the 'scientific' study funded by the 
brewing industry that concluded that total abstain
ers from alcohol are less healthy than drinkers. 
Then there is the double think behind the term 
scientific whaling. We could go on! 

This article is from a talk given by Professor 
Sprint at The Lucas Arms, London on 8th July 
2005. A reply will be printed in the next issue. 
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CRITICAL 
FRAGMENTS 

Cashing In. 
Awfully nice Tom Hodgkinson, editor of The Idler, was trotting out the 
usual blather in The Guardian in May 2006 with advice on how to cut 
out of the rat race and avoid alienating work. He informed us that 'old 
1970s style jobs with lots of tea breaks and standing around in groups 
looking at bits of metal are still very much alive.' This Hooray Henry 
goes on to list in great detail where the ultimate 'slack jobs' are to be 
found. The national railway is a great one for 'slackers' he says. Because 
of the massive amounts of bureaucracy, workers get paid for 'doing 
bugger all.' 
Later on in the same newspaper, we find Network Rail advertising for 
recruits who can 'make the boardroom sit up and take notice . . .  with a 
head for business. '  Must possess a natural acumen for flushing out 
'slackers' and 'bureaucracy' as well no doubt. How nice of Hodgkinson 
to act as classroom sneak. But The Grauniad pay nicely, eh Tom? 

'The Welfare Show' by Michael Elmgreen and Ingar Dragset, at the 
Serpentine Gallery, London, February 2006. 
Hegel claimed that 'things disappear with their negative side appearing 
outwards. '  Elmgreen and Dragset represent the best of the negative, and 
visitors to their exhibition back in February 2006 were forced to engage 
in a critique of everyday life itself. For the exhibition, the Serpentine 
gallery itself had been transformed in order to resemble a modern office 
space, creeped out with de rigueur strip lighting, identical DSS type 
doors and corridors, which the visitor doesn't realize is part of the 
installation until the nature of the project really seeps in. As you make 
your way round the exhibition via that ubiquitous corridor, which the 
artists call their 'ghost train ride' you are reminded of the sheer 
boredom of the commodity exchange economy, which this installation 
so successfully satirizes. Real, live humans are part of the exhibition, 
employed as security guards, who sit around, and do nothing; a (less 
than real) baby in a carry-cot has been dumped at the foot of a cash 
machine; bodies are left on beds hanging round for an eternity in 
perfectly replicated hospital spaces; we peep into a TV type studio, 
prior to a broadcast of 'the Welfare Show' - the embryonic version of 
which already exists, as all Radio 4 'You and Yours' listeners on suicide 
watch can testify. It's a horror show of an exhibition, replicating the 
feeling of everyday suffocation, bringing to the fore feelings of both 
humour and disgust. The installation points to the larger and more 
pressing project that faces us all: to create a world far removed from that 
cloned so cleverly in 'The Welfare Show' - one that, as someone once 
demanded, 'gives us the desire to get lost in it' instead. 

The Secret State. 
One million more cases of HIV in China, caused by the sex trade and 
drug abuse that the regime pretends doesn't exist. 
BBC Radio 4, November 2005. 

Nathan Barley for real 
A PR firm in London (where else?) called 'Cardiac' have special staff 
brainstorming sessions - in an old ambulance fitted in as part of the 
office furniture! 
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Factsheet 

Some costs of !Nucfear <R tations 
to man ana liis envi.ronment 
Compiled by icolas Holliman 

••1f I had only known, I would have bee 

l .  Britain accounts for 25% of world nuclear generation, produced from power statio s ich · 

1971 had a design capacity of 4500 megawatts. (Capable of producing 54000 curies radi 
wastes per year.) Source: Britain 1973: an official handbook. HMSO, p 27 - 77. 
2. It is estimated that the typical radiation dosage from natural sources is ut 
per year. i.e. 7 roentgens over a standard 70 year lifetime. 
Any use of nuclear energy or radiation involves a biological cost which must be weighed agains 
the benefits expected. For example: if pregnant women are exposed to as little as 30 roentgens a 
high percentage of malformation would be expected. 
Source: C. L. Comar and International Dictitnar,y of Physics and Electronics 
(A roentgen - named after the discoverer the X-ray- is the amount of X- or gamma-radiation 
which will produce ionisation; responsible for their biological effects. The actual energy 
absorption in tissues per roentsen is a function of tissue composition and of the wavelength of 
radiation and ranges between 60-100 ergs per gram.) See fact 14. 
3. As a result of nuclear weapons tests and the production of waste materials from experimental 
and industrial uses of atomic energy, radioactive strontium (Strontium 80) is becoming widespread 
in the biosphere. This strontium is a � material added to the biosphere since it is the result of the 
fission of uranium. Its 'behaviour' is similar to that of calcium. and for this reason enters bone. 
where blood corpuscles form. The maximum 'permissible' dosage of Strontium 89 is only 4 
millionths of a curie. Sources: Prof E P Odum. fundamentals of Ecoloay p 42 and Documents 
Gei&Y· Scientific Tables edited by K Diem. 
4. The following are radio-nuclides of some essential elements that cycle through biological 
s stems. These, and others, are amon the wastes from nuclear fission reactors: 

Element Radio-nuclide 'Half-life' Part of human Maximum dose 'permissible' 

Carbon 14-C 

Carbon 11-C 
13-H 
13-N 

45-Ca 
32-P 

42-K 

35-S 

22-Na 

a 
131-1 

ource: adapted from a table in: K. 
5. The quantity of radioactive mate 
cause 32 000 extra cases of cancer 
Source: Report on Nuclear Bnecay. 

10% of all the by-products of fis 
ible to keep safe: Iodine I 

n, 3 million and I million y 
ivity 

5730 rs 
20 mths 
12.3 rs 

body affected (micro-curies) 

Whole 350 

Whole 1000 

Whole IOOO 
Whole 500 
Bone 30 

Bone 6 

Muscle 20 

Skin, Testes I 00 

Whole 10 

7 

0.7 
m. Qp. cit. 

unintly being released into the environment could 
m 150 000 to 1.5 million deaths each year. 

of Sciences, Washington DC 
vy elements such as Uranium will be 

ium 03, have a half-life of 20 
ing water is not tested for levels of 



and I m service. a) Dung 'B' 
1verging ridges of shingle. culminating in Dungeness, the largest accumulation of 

in Britain." b) Standing on the side of Trawsfyndd Lake, near the centre of the 
e, a large nuclear power station is regarded by many as an intolerable intrusion 

n scape. 
Prof. Trueman, Geoloay and Scener.y in En&land and Wales 

er disadvantage of nuclear power is that statioos tend to be shutDo� for inspection 
uelling for relatively lengthy periods. 
Gu ol, Ener&y in the Perspective of G@&mphy 
I sadder history is that of Europe's nuclear industry, which began with such high 

ritain, ever since the war, nuclear research has been a special source of pride, and 
ion a year has been spent on it. 
A. Sampson, Qp. cit.. p 174 

charge associated with a US I OOO megawatt nuclear power station is 12 000 curies of 
per year. Source: D.E. Abrahamson., The Atom. in: Nature and Resources. 
ges l 0-11 (I curie is that quantity of radioactive isotope that decays at the rate 

atom 'disintegrations' per minute. I curie of disintegrations of 22Na for example is 
1160 rads at the distance of one metre. A rad is a ••unit of absorbed dose of 

One rad is equal to the energy absorption of I 00 ergs per gram of irradiated 
1al. An erg is unit of work or energy.) 
number of accidents have occurred at nuclear reactors. A contaminated bus from 

ell travelled around for a week before it was burned. [Experimental oyster tanks at 
II were filled with contaminated water instead of waste hot water.] A reactor at 

ndscale got out of control and still continues to be danger, even though it is encased in 
tective shields and buried. Others have occurred at: Argonne, USA ( 1952), Oak Ridge 

( 1958), Vinca USA ( 1958). Lockport USA ( 1960), Hanford, USA ( 1962). 
ra Issues" No 33, 1-49 No 45, 49-88 

uclear power stations are vulnerable. a) The danger of earthquakes is one reason why 
has not embarked on a programme of nuclear power generation. b) On 11 November 

threat was made to crash a hijacked airliner onto reactors at Oak Ridge, Tennessee. c) 
m is handled extensively at nuclear power stations and is a raw material for 
s. d) Growth in the number of reactors will increase the likelihood of misuse of 

om um. 
7. Some 10% of Britain's supply generation (electricity of 9.7 million tons coal equivalent) 

was in nuclear power stations in 1971 and the percentage is expected to rise to 16.6% by the 
mid-70s. 
Source: Qs2.£i! . . HMSO, p 276-277 

. The capacity of all US nuclear installations is likely to be 1200 000 MW by the year 2000. 
es: R Clarke, Thermal Pollution in: Scientific American. March 1969 

The transition to breeder reactors is likely to extend the •tife' of scarce Uranium resources 
r nuclear fission. Fusion reactors are thought to be a better possibility because no Uranium 

is needed ... For fusion to be possible the reacting nuclei must possess sufficient kinetic energy 
to overcome the electrostatic field which surrounds them. The temperatures associated with 
the fusion reaction are therefore extremely high." (That is in the order of I 000 ooo·c. 
Producing and controlling these high temperatures will be a problem. ) 

0. The increase in the use of atomic energy has been slow because developments in atomic 
wer have not come up to expectation. Decline in coal in Western Europe has been more 

rapid than anticipated. Demand for energy has risen more rapidly than was anticipated. There 
fore greater pressure on oil resources. 

nd 
· · 



I RRAD IATE D O F  
TH E WO RLD U N ITE ! 
YOU HAVE N OTH I N G  TO LOSE BUT YO U R  FAD E D  G E N ES. 

TH E  CONVENTIONAL WISDOM O F  THE 

l 970S WAS THAT NUCLEAR POWER WOULD 

SOLVE THE PROBLEMS OF DECLINING 

NON-RENEWABLE ENERGY RESOURCES, 

AIR POLLUTION AND THE INCREASING 

DEMAND FOR MORE, CHEAP ELECTRICITY. 

Some costs of nuclear power stations to man and 
his environment ( 1 974 factsheet) was compiled 
as a critical response to this and to de-mystify 
environmentalists. 

Today's conventional wisdom is that the 
same power plants and their replacements will 
help us reduce C02 emissions, maintain 
security of power supply, meet the predicted 
increase in demand for power and avoid the 
complex geo-politics of gas and oil extraction. 
But the perennial problems of radioactive 
poisoning, accidents, the energy-intensive fuel 
cycle, radioactive leakage and waste disposal, 
'hidden' costs and the military use of by-prod
ucts from 'civil' projects remain unsolved and 
need to be matched with intelligent, demo
cratic solutions. 

More nuclear power is not one of them. 
Instead it is a statist solution to power 
generation that compliments a statist 
approach to solving problems resulting from 
power generation in general, such as C02 
emissions. The nuclear power programme in 
the UK is not the outcome of a democratic 
process either, but of the centralisation, 
secrecy and one-way communication 
embodied in the modus operandi of those 
who manned the nuclear weapons 
pro-gramme after 1 945, which the nuclear 
power programme is a rationalisation for. 
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Nor is nuclear power a 'carbon free' option 
in the UK. The nuclear fuel cycle requires 
large amounts of energy in order to extract 
the 0.71 % of uranium ore that is Uranium-
235. Energy requirements will grow steadily 
as the lower grade ores with an even smaller 
percentage of uranium have to be used. One 
current estimate of C02 emissions from the 
fuel cycle is equivalent to half the amount 
emitted from an average gas-fired power 
station. The liberal use of concrete and highly 
specialised materials, plus other aspects (see 
2005 fact sheet) of nuclear power, generate 
still more C02 emissions. 

The case in favour of nuclear power is over
stated. For example, currently about 30% of 
the UK's C02 emissions originate from 
power plants and nuclear plants account for 
about 23% of the UK's generating capacity. 
Replacement of the existing nuclear capacity 
and a 5-year 'stay of execution' for Dungeness 
B and Hunterston power stations will require 
large public resources, maintain the existing 
level of risk and fail to reduce the emissions 
from power generation as successfully as other 
generating options. If every coal and gas-fired 
power station (approximately 37% and 40% 
of power generation respectively) were substi
tuted with a nuclear plant as well, 23% of 
total C02 emissions would in theory be 
abated if the 'carbon neutral' claim for nuclear 
power is accepted. 

In the UK the transport sector (excluding 
aviation), accounts for about 25% of C02 
emissions and about 70% of C02 emissions 
are from transport, industrial processes, 
commercial activities and coal, gas and oil 

combustion for hot water provision and 
space heating. A new nuclear power 
programme would not reduce C02 
emissions from these sources. 

The claim that nuclear power provides 
security of power supply is also a thorny issue. 
The UK needs to import uranium and an 
increasing quantity of natural gas. But nuclear 
power stations need to be shut down quite 
frequently and they are prone to failure. In 
the summer of 2004 for example a large area 
of Italy experienced a power failure because 
some French nuclear plants failed. Renewable 
energy sources for power production are 
secure however. An informed estimate of their 
potential prepared by Prof. John Twidell' of 
Strathclyde University demonstrates that 
power generation could be 'carbon neutral' 
without recourse to nuclear fission or fusion. 

While most people accept that electricity is 
essential for this society, it is not essential to 
accept an increase in demand for power and 
then use this to justify a programme of 
building nuclear power stations. An impor
tant factor underlying the demand for more 
generating capacity is the problem of peak 
diurnal and seasonal demand, although 
inefficiencies in use, wastage and population 
increase play their part too. These are 
manageable problems but not so manageable 
within a capitalist system. 

Uranium, oil and gas extraction are subject 
to geopolitical tensions and have a set lifetime 
because the resources are non-renewable. 
Renewable sources of energy for power 
production are largely free of the problems of 
political instability and geopolitics, but 



political tensions will increase if more nuclear 
power stations are built by a small group of 
nation states in a world that is fraught with 
widespread economic disparities. 

Excessive ionising radiation causes radiation 
poisoning, a condition that was first described 
by Weller, a reporter on "the Chicago Daily 
News" based in Japan at the time of the second 
A-bomb detonation. This new form of sickness 
presents one of the most challenging problems 
of nuclear power because radioactive materials 
can bio-accumulate or concentrate and their 
impact is delayed, 'long-lived' and biologically 
damaging to all healthy living things. 

The bioaccumulation or the bio-concentra
tion of radioactive nuclides via food chains 
and pathways in biological systems poses a 
threat to all life. Vital organs especially can 
accumulate radioactivity over time but organ
isms and whole environments can too. 

The delay between exposure and biological 
damage is another problem with radiation. 
Usually there are relatively few deaths and 
casualties at the time of an incident but the 
numbers grow to thousands. 

This is illustrated by two very different 
disasters. At Chernobyl the first explosion at 
the power station resulted in one death but 
tens of thousands were later poisoned by very 
high doses of radiation. After the second ever 
A-bomb was detonated over Nagasaki in July 
1 9452, 30 - 40 000 civilian deaths occurred 
within minutes of the flash and 25 000 were 
injured. Within months the number of deaths 
more than doubled, and by 1981  the death 
toll had risen to 1 00 000. Radiation poisoning 
from both these disasters still causes suffering. 

Ionising radiation is invisible, tasteless and 
odourless which makes it easier to ignore and 
more difficult to trace, especially when even 
the humble Geiger counter is now more diffi
cult to procure. 

Radiation poisoning causes inter-genera
tional problems too. Radioactive contami
nants released along the Cumbrian coast by 
the fire at Windscale in October 1 957 are 
implicated in children's illnesses today. In 
2005 measurements along a transect revealed 
an increase of radioactivity in Cumbria.' 
Radioactive contaminants from the Windscale 
fire are now detectable in 34 local authority 
wards around the Menai Straits.4 

Decision-makers discounted the problems 
of radiation poisoning and nuclear waste in 
the past on the grounds that future genera
tions would be better off. This served to 
strengthen the argument in favour of nuclear 
power even though neither future nor current 
generations were consulted and radiation 
poisoning has never ever improved the life of 
a subsequent generation. 

The literature and discussions about radia
tion concentrate on the 'half-lives' of nuclides. 
Although the radioactivity of a nuclide 
decreases significantly by the end of its half
life, a radiation problem persists. The 'half 
life' of lodine- 1 3 1  may be 8 days, during 
which time it can cause serious damage to the 
thyroid gland and throat, but it remains 
radioactive for longer. lodine- 1 29 has a 'half
life' of 20 million years. 

The radioactive waste annually produced 
by a nuclear power station is 13 metric tonnes 
on average. As a whole the UK has accumu-

lated 50 years of waste that will cost £ 1 Obn to 
manage; if the 100 tonnes of Plutonium and 
thousands of tonnes of Uranium stored at 
Sellafield (formerly Windscale) are included. 
If we accept the conclusion of the Nuclear 
De-commissioning Authority drawn on 1 1  
August 2005 the cost of waste management 
rises to £56bn. Nirex Consultancy's proposal 
is to bury the waste for 500 years in degrad
able concrete and steel containers! 

Hidden costs underpinned the promise of 
cheap electricity from nuclear power stations. 
It was never delivered. In fact the opposite 
happened and electricity consumers had to 
pay a percentage of their standing charge to 
cover investment commitments in nuclear 
power i.e. a subsidy. The insurance bill for the 
nuclear power industry that is paid for by the 
public is another hidden cost. In fact every 
British nuclear power station is the result of a 
contract that was completed over-budget and 
late and represents a hidden cost. 

On the ocher hand the use of renewable 
energies, energy efficient technology and 
clean-bum coal-fired power stations is 
taken seriously only if it is not subsidised 
or promoted by inscrutable accounting 
techniques. 

The centralisation and concentration of 
large generating capacity is one of the hall
marks of nuclear power. As a result this form 
of power generation is less flexible and 
responsive, increases transmission losses and is 
less efficient (due to peaking) - a state of 
affairs that is not driven by technical consid
erations alone. For example, the former 
CEGB skewed its recruitment in favour of 
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ex-servicemen, particularly ex-RAF, accus
tomed to a top-down, categorical organisa
tion. By contrast power generation from 
renewable energies is generally decentralised, 
dispersed and smaller in scale because renew
able energy is more diffuse. 

The level of commitment to counter-terror
ism or safety required of nuclear power 
stations is therefore not necessary for plant 
harnessing renewable energy for power or for 
energy efficiency or 'clean-burn' coal-fired 
power stations. 

For the long-term, nuclear fusion is 
proposed as a safer form of nuclear power. 
Although fusion already occurs naturally, 
cheaply and safely on the sun's surface, > 149 
million kilometres away, on earth it involves 
the control of temperatures > 1 00 000 000°C 
within a powerful magnetic field (see 1 974 
fact sheet). Recently a £7bn grant was 
awarded to the EU nuclear fusion programme 
that will continue the work of previous 
publicly funded projects since the 1 970s at 
Culham and elsewhere. 

The peak levels of demand for power pres
ent a supply problem but they also distort the 
argument in favour of nuclear power that is 
based on larger scale generating capacity that 
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is inflexible because it can take days to vary 
power outputs. 

The technology for nuclear power stations 
presents some trading contradictions too. It is 
not likely to be as exportable or tradable as 
the technology and expertise for non-nuclear 
options. Countries such as Germany Sweden 
and Italy have 'officially' abandoned nuclear 
power as an option and others are under pres
sure not to develop major nuclear power 
programmes because of the military implica
tions. With the increasing polarisation of 
industrialised and non-industrialised coun
tries, many will not be able to pay for nuclear 
power technology even if they want it. 

With many Britons living within 43 kilo
metres of a nuclear site, the civilian popula
tion exclusion zone adopted at Chernobyl 
would be inoperable. Exclusion zones for the 
537 identified sites for waste storage for up to 
1 00 000 years will prove to be even more 
difficult to delineate. 

The universal risk of radiation poisoning to 
people and the environment was brought into 
sharp focus by the Chernobyl disaster, even 
though the Soviet-designed RBMK-type 
nuclear reactors are rare and this type of acci
dent might never happen again. Its ecological 

impact demonstrates that for most of us there 
is nowhere to run to. 

For example, measurements of radioactivity 
levels charted the dispersal of radiation from 
the wreck of Energy Block No 4 and heralded 
one of the worst technological disasters of the 
20th Century. In Sweden higher than normal 
levels of radiation were first detected on 27th 
April. On 28th April radiation levels 5-10 
times normal background levels were recorded 
and linked to the drift of isotopes of caesium, 
cobalt and iodine from the east. Then, "On 
April 29, 1 986, instruments recorded high 
levels of radiation in Poland, Germany, 
Austria and Romania. On April 30, in 
Switzerland and northern Italy - On May 1 
and 2, in France, Belgium, the Netherlands, 
Great Britain, and northern Greece - On May 
3, in Israel, Kuwait, and Turkey . . .  Gaseous 
airborne particles travelled around the globe: 
On May 2 they were registered in Japan, on 
May 5 in India, on May 5 and 6 in the U.S. 
and Canada." 5 

Chernobyl also provides a clear illustration 
of the atomic state and the people who have 
to live in it - a phrase originally applied to 
West Germany.• Radiation poisoning in 
Belarus had the following impact: 485 lost 

CRITICAL 
FRAGMENTS 

Inner-city blues 
Colin Macinnes (author of 1950s London Trilogy - Absolute Beginners, 
City of Spades, Mr Love and justice) would be utterly horrified at the 
turn of events in the Midlands in 2005.  The terrible riots in 
Birmingham have many meanings - the first is  the utter failure of the 
left to have anything ocher chan excremely shallow roocs in whac is 
deemed to be their crucial 'working class base.' A Joe of che Asian youch 
have got into the Islamic frame of mind - a quick fix co cheir exiscential 
needs. But chere are more problems to be found there than solucions. 
Indeed, cheir parents came to Bricain to escape the bad conditions in 

che sub-continent. The war in Iraq has not helped - it has 'radicalised' 
many young people and we saw the horrific resulcs in London in July 
2005. The ocher reason is che crisis in unemployment. Everyone is 
compecing for very few jobs: Africans and Afro-Caribbean's resent che 
take-over of all businesses by Asian people - the commodity divides whole 
communities. Another reason for crouble is the different religions: 
African and Afro-Caribbean people are predominancly Chriscian , 
Asians moscly Muslim. Pirace radio scations - in che 1970s often part of 
a culture of resiscance as well as celebracion, where dub reggae , soul and 
punk helped creace a topology of rebellion, are today moscly shadows 
of cheir former selves, wich che new breed run and managed by 
characcers who hero worship the 'gangsca' culture of American hip-hop 
or Jamaican dance-hall stars who spouc homophobia, ofcen blended 
into char very English strain of 'grime' or 'garage' where the lyrics 
imbibe che virtues of 'get rich or die trying.' In an atmosphere such as 
this, you only need to spread the rumour of an alleged rape and the 
whole tinder box goes up, as it did in Birmingham in late 2005. 
Meanwhile, any hope of a radical challenge to the mess remains a long 
way off: instead the lefc scays remain stuck on the campuses and deals 
are made becween the religious clerics and the party bishops. The 
congregation are mobilised at election rime, and nobody reads left-wing 
newspapers anymore because each issue looks and says exaccly the same 
ching as che last issue - ad infinitum. Instead, the British Lefc limits 
itself to che task of critique in the realm of instrumentality - how to gee 
more people back to work, for a decent wage, better welfare , adequate 
street lighting and other facets of survival. Sadly, and not for che first 
time in our history, the cask of demanding life icself is lefc to the poets. 
As long as people remain shackled to old ideas and conservative 
chinking, noching much will change. The sooner the cwo communities 
in Birmingham meet and sec up councils for understanding the past, 
the present and the future the better the situation will be. Only one 
good thing came our of the riots - a few days afcer young people came 
from both sides and demonstrated with 'Unity' poscers. Riots of this 
kind can only benefit che extreme right - everyone should reflect on that 
and not fall into the crap of thinking they represent some kind of 
'rebellion against the system.' The sad thing is ,  it was all too late for the 



villages and settlements and 70 of them 
buried underground; 1 in 5 Belarussians 
living on contaminated land; mortality rates 
exceeding birth rates by 20% in the Gome! 
and Mogilev regions; an environment 
contaminated by 50 million Ci of radio 
nudides - 70% of these in Belarus; 23% of 
land contaminated by caesium-137 (30.07 
year 'half-life'); 2400 hectares of arable land 
made unfit for agriculture; a radioactive zone 
comprising 26% of forests and a large part of 
the river marshlands; an annually increasing 
number of people with cancer, mental 
retardation, neurological disorders and genetic 
mutations; exposure of victims to four times 
the lethal dose of radiation (400 roentgens).7 

Unfortunately mass radiation poisoning is 
not confined to this. Recently Iraqi civilians 
were poisoned by depleted uranium derived 
from nuclear power stations, used to manu
facture armour-piercing military hardware.' 

CONCLUSION 
The capitalist system devotes one-third of 

economic activity to ensuring its survival. 
This massive commitment, deemed by the 
fact that fundamental, socially-damaging 
contradictions within capitalism have never 

been resolved, has part of its origin in social 
control techniques9 developed since the most 
combative phase of organised labour in coun
tries such as the UK where social production 
and industrialisation developed early. 

Very approximately, this translates as 
one-third of power and energy wasted. 
Over and above this, capitalist society tacitly 
accepts other forms of wastage that raise the 
level to between six-sevenths and nine-tenths 
of power and energy. This burden cannot be 
sustained environmentally and indicates 
an ecological limit to optimism and to 
capitalism itself 

NOTES 
1 My former lecturer's strategy by plant capacity 
and proportion of total annual energy needs 
supplied includes: plant with storage capability: 
medium-to-large hydro 2GW (2.5%), tidal range 
30GW (12%), combined heat and power biomass 
2GW (4.2%), waste digestion gas l .5GW (4.4%). 
Other main power generation sources: wind 
onshore 25GW (3 1 %), wind offshore 35GW 
(51%),  tidal stream lGW (0.8%), wave lOGW 
(10%). Micro-generation: small hydro 0.5GW 
(0.6%), solar photovoltaic 5GW (2. 1 %) 
2 a) The Manhattan Project employed 125 000 
people, including Joseph Rotblat who resigned 
partly to publicise the dangers of radiation poison-

ing. President Roosevelt was informed about the 
dangers and it was reported that he 'went quiet' for 
a few weeks. 

b) 'Fat Man' was made with plutonium produced 
at the 250MW Hanford B-reactor. 

c) Transferred to a POW camp in Nagasaki from 
the Burma Railroad, my uncle Survived 'Fat Man' 
and was sick and tormented until 1978. 
3 Cumbrians Opposed to a Radioactive 
Environment. 
4 Low Level Radiation Campaign, April 2004 
5 " The Comequences of the Chernobyl Accident in 
Belarus'; Minsk: Sakharov International College of 
Radioecology, 1995. This report fails to acknowl
edge that the Swedes first measured the radioactiv
ity passing over Scandinavia from the Black Sea area 
and that the Soviet authorities thwarted their 
attempt to give warnings. 
6 Pamphlet by The Campaign Against The Model 
West Germany, Bochum, December 
1979, pp 43. Robert Jungk, " The New Tjranny: 
How Nuclear Power Em/aves Us" New York: 1979 
["Der Atomstatt", Miinchen: 1977] 
7 Entry under Chernobyl in: "Belaruskaya 
entsiklopedia." 
8 Study by Dr. Keith Baverstock et. al., 2004 
9 Bob H Mills was an engineering worker for >40 
years who saw this first hand in large British firms. 
"The Unprinted Proletariat" in: " The Sprint' Nos. 
1 and 4 London: 1984 and April 1985. 
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two people who died, which brings us back to Colin Madnnes -
devastated by the Notting Hill race riots of the mid 1950s, he set out 
immediately to make sure it didn't happen again, and was a prime force 
in establishing a committee of reconciliation in West London in the 
aftermath. We shall return to the remarkable life and times of Mr 
Macinnes in a future issue of the journal and welcome contributions 
from anyone who knew him or cares about his work. 

Harry Potter and the goblet of phlegm 
Johan 'Harry Potter' Hari and David 'Fatso Wizard' Aaranovich, when 
not brown nosing rhe Blairs and Mandelsons of this world, like nothing 
more than to think up new and exciting ways they can keep their 
churns at BAE Defence Systems fat and rich by providing sophisticated 
and clever justifications for sending in the bombers to resolve problems 
all over the globe. They all got together in north London in the early 
spring of 2006 under the banner of 'the Euston group.' This bunch of 
self-proclaimed 'muscular liberals' happily trumpet their support for 
'regime change' in Iraq and wherever else George Bush chooses to lay 
his cowboy hat. One of the toady organizers rallied triumphant a few 
days after their 'manifesto' had been declared. 'We have 4,000 
signatories already!' he gasped. That's a mass movement, then. They 
would like to see what they call ' intervention for democracy - military 
if necessary' across the global hotspots, and warn against ' isolationism' 
as rhe reality of blowback against the Western powers becomes more 
aggressive. They would prefer to see a nice, enlightened liberal type at 
the helm instead of old monkey brains in the Whitehouse, but beggars 
can't be choosers. And this bunch of Mr Pooters are very beggarly 
indeed- they suffer from an all too real poverty of theory. Of course, the 
mutts of the Euston group don't like to poo in their own kennels - but 
are only too happy to clap on the four horsemen of the apocalypse 
abroad, somewhere else, faraway. Do we really need to rub their noses 
in their own mess, with their shoddy aspirations, and their shallow 
thinking? They are happy to choose one shade of suffering over another. 
Perhaps they should read some Rosa Luxembourg - they may then wake 
up to the fact that capitalism is beyond reform. Who will remember 
them fondly or read their pathetic 'manifestos' for inspiration, long 

after they've keeled over their last frappachino, with their saturated 
trans-fat heart attacks? Not many. 

Corrosively Corrupt 
London's police force - what a shower. Stephen Lawrence's killers still 
walking free thanks to unchallenged corruption and now we learn that 
Jean Charles de Menenzes killers are back in uniform. No wonder 
Londoner's have a deep mistrust of rheir so called 'protectors.' 

A History of the Red Brigades. 
According to a new book on the history of the Red Brigades, the organ
ization was infiltrated in the 1 970s by both the Italian Communist Parry 
(PC!) and the Italian state. The author and former member writes that: 
'They fought against us when it was useful to combat us and allowed us 
to carry on when it was useful for them to let us develop. '  He goes onto 
assert that the publisher Giangiacarno Felrrinelli, a rich friend and 
'ambassador' of the clandestine movement abroad roved around Cuba, 
Czechoslovakia and other 'socialist' bloc countries, whilst another 
comrade Piero Morcacchi was welcomed in Beijing and by the East 
German Stasi. The organization evolved philosophically when Mario 
Moretti took command. He worked for a mysterious'superclan' 10 
animated by the anything but mysterious Corrado Simione. 'The entire 
history of the Red Brigades, starting from a left-wing movement is 
profoundly marked by one town, Pavi, where Moretti maintained rela
tionships of some strategic importance.' This bitter thought encapsu
lates the whole mistaken prognosis of the debacle: 'We set off for the 
conquest of a new world without being conscious that in reality we were 
contributing to the consolidation of the old one.' 
Brigades Rouges, L 'Histoire by Giovanni Fasanella (Editions Panama 
2005) reviewed in Le Monde 30 November 2005. 

Play it again Sam 
In China in 2006 ten million people are estimated to play rhe piano to 
classically trained standard. This gives you an insight into the true 
meaning of that region - a continuous source of labour on tap for world 
capital. 



THE ROTTING F RU ITS OF REVOLUTI ON: 

WI LLIAM MO RRIS 
ME ETS TH E 

CO NSTRU CTIVISTS 
I N  TH E WO RK O F  

DAVI D MABB 

"DAVID MABB'S MORRIS-BASED WORK 

EXPLORES AN UNDER-DEVELOPED 

CONCEPTION OF THE PREDICAMENT 

OF ART IN AND AGAINST CAPITALISM . . .  

MABB'S IS NOT A REVIVALIST PROJECT 

BUT A SOPHISTICATED ATTEMPT TO 

COMPLEXIFY THE UNDERSTANDING 

OF THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN ART 

AND UTOPIA.'" 

'Do artefacts have politics?'> This kind of 
inquiry is central to the work of artist David 
Mabb, who has spent the last eight years criti
cally re-interpreting the designs of William 
Morris. His aim is to explore ideas of revolu
tionary politics through art. One aspect of 
Mabb's Morris-based work worth investigat
ing are the cogent recontextualisations that 
juxtapose Morris wallpaper or textile designs 
and those of the Russian Constructivists. 
From these a space emerges in which we are 
able to re-read Morris patterns as political 
texts. But what is it about Mabb's work that 
makes this possible, and why is it so necessary? 

During the 1 9th century, Morris was 
recognised as a Marxist agitator and founder 
of the revolutionary Socialist League: a man 
who placed the integral relationship between 
art and politics at the forefront of his work. 
In today's capitalist society however, such 
political gravitas has been erased from his 
designs. Mabb has therefore devised strategies 
for rediscovering their critical charge. The 

40 Principia Dialectica 

BY ALICE MCEWAN 

most effective has been the harnessing of 
Morris patterns to the geometric designs of 
Popova, Stepanova and Rodchenko who were 
dedicated to producing 'socialist objects' that 
would be 'co-workers' in the construction of a 
new society in post-revolutionary Russia.' At 
the forefront of Mabb's project is the idea that 
Morris and the Constructivists represent two 
'Utopian moments' that relate to one another; 
his work aims to generate discussion about 
the nature of that relationship. 

I will examine how Mabb's programme of 
renegotiation provokes us into thinking about 
the ways in which art relates to the utopian 
project. Partly this involves scrutinising the 
working method and the effect it produces. 
But equally it will be necessary to re-examine 
some of the patterns he has chosen to appro
priate and what they mean. One particular 
Morris design - 'Pomegranate' or 'Fruit' -
stands out. Mabb manipulates 'Fruit' repeat
edly because of the power of the design to 
function metaphorically. What emerges is a 
debate about decoration and geometric design 
and how it signifies. In posing the question 
'Do artefacts have politics?' we also need to 
ask it in reverse. What are the appropriate 
artistic or decorative forms for a socialist 
culture? How and why was the 'geometric' 
deemed a suitable form to express the 
modern, and linked to a utopian project by 
the Constructivists? 

My article considers the patterns as 
intentional acts in the context of a specific 

historical juncture. But the process of histori
cal reflection also makes us question how each 
stakes a claim to the 'utopian'. Mabb's own 
position seems to indicate an uncritical 
approach. He writes: 'I had a copy of 
Rodchenko's Production Suit . . .  made out of 
Morris's 'Fruit' fabric. In this piece, I was 
concerned to bring together two not necessar
ily compatible Utopian moments'.4 For him 
the contentious point is their compatibility, 
not their right to be called 'utopian' in the 
first place. Placing these two systems together 
in this way, under the heading 'utopia' is 
problematical however. 

Mabb seems disinclined to part with the 
modernist paradigm. His working method 
indicates this: formal concerns with the 
painterly surface, montage and juxtaposition. 
But more emphatic is the ideological pull that 
underpins his work. Like many art historians, 
there is a reluctance to be critical of the 
Constructivists' form of modernism and its 
status as 'utopian'. Uncovering the significa
tive power of Mabb's project therefore, also 
involves unpacking the ways in which art 
history has constructed its subject during the 
twentieth century. In other words, how both 
Morris and the Constructivists have subse
quently been written about and made to 
participate within (or excluded from) distinct 
canons such as 'modernism', 'avant-garde' and 
'decoration', which is always a politicised 
strategy. So when we encounter Rodchenko's 
'Production Suit' or a Morris design today, we 



bring ideas that have been informed by these discourses. This has 
implications for how we view Mabb's work, and indeed his recon
textualisations are dependent upon such historiographical readings. 
We should therefore consider his re-workings of 'Fruit' against the 
backdrop of modernism. But first we need to reflect on Morris's 
own project. 

'.Ail.T IS MAN'S EXPRESSION OF HIS JOY IN LABOUR . .  . '  

Morris's immersion in a business environment through his inte
rior-decorating firm Morris and Company enabled him to compre
hend, and subsequently reject, the capitalist system. Thus his 
patterns for wallpapers and textiles were intended, and to some 
extent received, as critical responses to social conditions of the 
Victorian age. In formal terms this meant abandoning realism in 
favour of 'beauty, imagination, and order', underpinned ideologi
cally by a commitment to social change. He rejected industrial 
production - where man was reduced to the status of a part of the 
machine, alienated by the division of labour - in favour of manual 
methods of printing and weaving, as part of an engagement with 
medieval craft practices and a pledge to improve working condi
tions. But Morris was not totally opposed to mechanised industrial 
production. In his essay 'A Factory as It Might Be' he argued that 
under socialism 'machines of the most ingenious and best approved 
kinds will be used when necessary, but will be used simply to save 
human labour.'5 

Morris's critical attitude to the present was inspired by the 
romantic critique of political economy offered by Carlyle and 
Ruskin. And in a country whose transformation from a rural 
community to an urban and industrial society was being accelerated 
by and through capitalism, he mourned the ruination of the pictur
esque landscape. With the opening lines of his utopian poem The 
Earthly Paradise we are instantly reminded of this loss: 

Forget six counties overhung with smoke, 
Forget the snorting steam and piston smoke, 
Forget the spreading of the hideous town; 
Think rather of the pack-horse on the down, 

And dream of London, small and white, and clean, 
The clear Thames bordered by its gardens green . . .  6 

According to E. P. Thompson William Morris was a romantic 
who became a revolutionary: steeped in romanticism in his youth, 
he embraced revolutionary marxism in later life.7Yet it was equally 
an immersion in radicalism that enabled him to become a commu
nist.' The notion that the working class might be a positive force for 
change, the workers themselves initiating a critique of bourgeois 
society, appealed to Morris. His early Ruskinian ideas were trans
formed in the face of his acceptance of the radical principles of 
equality and liberty. 

Morris's belief in the need to transform society went hand in 
hand with a desire to transform 'art': 'art is man's expression of his 
joy in labour'.9This phrase defined both art and revolution: pleasure 
in work, resulting from the socialisation of production.10 It would 
bring to an end the alienation of labour, through an aestheticisation 
of work. Art must never be separated from its socio-economic 
conditions, nor alienated from daily life. But in the 1 9th century 
'art' was categorised and defined according to the Renaissance 
model, so that it became a distinctive marker of class and power, 
separate from the 'handicrafts' that signalled the everyday. For 
Morris, the Middle Ages provided the prototype. Medieval crafts
men produced beautiful 'common household goods' for the supply 
of the neighbourhood in the absence of capitalism and a world 
market. It was with this vision in mind that Morris's wallpapers and 
fabrics came to express his hope for the socialist rebuilding of 
culture. Practice and philosophy might be joined. The decorative 







fig. 1 
'Pomegranate' or 'Fruit'. 
tksign for wallpaper by 
William Morris, 
c. 1 866. 

fig. 5 
'Morris Fruit!Popova, 

Untitled Textile Design 
(Semi-Circles)' by 

David Mabb 2003. 

fig. 6 
'Morris Fruit!Stepanova 
Untitled Textile Design 

(Triangles) 'by David 
Mabb 2003. 

fig. 7 
'Morris Fruit!Popova 

Untitled Textile Design 
(Target with Bars) ' by 

David Mabb 2003. 



designs would function as 'political texts', to be 
read as metaphorical constructs through which 
'a revolutionary social order' is envisaged." 

RADICALISM ERASED FROM DECO'RATION 
This culturally specific message has been 

lost today: often what remains is merely some 
vague notion that a 'Morris print' stands for 
craft, tradition and Englishness amidst the 
culture that is the 'heritage industry'. The 
radicalism in his design was gradually filtered 
out during the course of the twentieth 
century and the patterns made anodyne, 
empty ciphers disassociated from the complex 
ideals and social commitment. The process 
began in the early 1 900s with the architect 
Norman Shaw declaring that Morris was a 
'great man who somehow delighted in glaring 
wallpapers'.12 1t was continued in the 1 930s 
with Pevsner's Pioneers of Modern Design: 
William Morris to Walter Gropius. He placed 
Morris's design practice within the context of 
international modernism; however such a 
discourse allowed no space for decoration, 
other than its disavowal. Modernism appro
priated Morris's writings, but not his patterns. 
Pevsner wrote: 'Morris the artist may in the 
end not have been able to reach beyond the 
limitations of his century; Morris the man 
and thinker did'. 13 The ideas signified on a 
radical level, but not the materiality of those 
ideas, in other words the wallpapers and 
fabric. It was a notion that has endured, 
sustained by historians like E.P. Thompson.14 

In the wider context, architects of interna
tional modernism such as Loos and Le 
Corbusier, declared war on decoration as part 
of a gendered discourse that privileged utility 
and efficiency. Loos' notorious essay 
'Ornament and Crime' ( 1908) outlined his 
position: 'cultural evolution is synonymous 
with the removal of ornament from articles in 
daily use'. And Le Corbusier took up the 
rallying cry in the 1 920s: 'trash is always 
abundantly decorated; the luxury object is 
well-made, neat and clean, pure and 
healthy . .  . '15This attitude to the decorative 
arts within modernism, on the one hand 
helped to eliminate the critical and social 
dimension of Morris's work; and on the other 
formed part of a trans-cultural appreciation of 
the language of construction and utilitarian 
artefacts. As such, it should not be seen as 
entirely separate from the Russian 
Constructivists' espousal of the 'geometric' 
that denoted utility and technology. 

The critical element of Morris's designs was 
also removed through a process that coexisted 
with modernism's effacement; indeed the two 
were at times inextricably linked, particularly 
during the second half of the twentieth 
century. Capitalism permitted the relentless 
commodification of the patterns as mass
produced objects within the sphere of mass 
culture, reaching its apotheosis with the eBay 
phenomenon today. What Mabb seeks is a 
strategy for examining the place of Morris's 

designs in a changing historical and cultural 
fabric, and how to re-inscribe them with 
social meanings in the process. He explains 
why this is a necessary part of the project: 

The meanings of Morris's designs have 
changed over time: now widely available 
through relatively cheap Sanderson copies, 
they have come to represent the values of 
middle England, suburbia, the middle classes 
and the aesthetically conservative. The reason 
for this is perhaps that although they consti
tuted a radical break with the past when 
produced, their critical charge is now buried 
beneath the comfortable blanket of time. 
Morris's designs now seem to lack the inher
ent contradictions and problems that gener
ated them: stripped of their critical context, 
they make Morris's Utopian project appear a 
nostalgic yearning for a place where the sun 
always shines, where it never rains, and where 

"Mabb provokes us 
into thinking about 
the ways in which art 
relates to the utopian 

. " project 
it's certainly never winter.16 

With this in mind Mabb chose Morris's 
wallpaper 'Pomegranate' or 'Fruit' (c. 1 866)) as 
the first to be manipulated. [Fig. 1 )  Arguably 
'Fruit' had translated Morris's utopian ideals 
into material form more successfully than any 
other design. lconographically the pomegran
ate in art has long been recognised as the ulti
mate symbol of nature in all its fecundity: a 
meditation on the theme of 'abundance' that 
has structured so much utopian thought.17 In 
Morris's pattern it is late summer and the 
leafy branches of the trees are laden with fruit. 
It is how they would later appear in his 
utopian, socialist romance News from 
Nowhere about a communist society of the 
future.18 'Fruit' has featured prominently in 
Mabb's Morris-based work. He has returned 
to the same pattern repeatedly, manipulating 
it in different ways triggering a variety of 
responses. The most striking is the series util
ising 'Fruit' in conjunction with the designs 
of the Constructivists. 

'WE CAN BUILD SOCIALLY PURPOSEFUL 

FORMS' 
Like Morris, the Russian Constructivists 

posed the question: what is the role of the 
artist in revolution? But unlike him, they had 
the reality of working in the face of huge 
political and social upheaval, and therefore 
had to forge a radical formal language to 
reflect the transformation from Tsarist autoc
racy to Communism during the afrermath of 
the Bolshevik Revolution of 1 9 1 7. For 
Morris, the utopian vision remained a dream, 

whereas the Constructivists had to face a real
ity, and one that was already sullied by experi
ences such as those at Kronstadt. To what 
extent this project may be termed 'utopian' 
given the affiliation between the Bolshevik 
Revolution, the cultural institutions inaugu
rated by the new Soviet State and the devel
opment of Constructivism, must be ques
tioned. We cannot uncritically assume that we 
can place the two systems together as part of 
the same utopian tradition. The 
Constructivist vision was fundamentally 
different to the Morrisian ideal. 

For avant-garde artists such as 
Rodchenko, Stepanova and Popova it was 
imperative to re-establish 'art' on the model of 
technical work. These artists had experimented 
with abstract form immediately before and 
afrer the Revolution. Such abstract work, with 
its emphasis on geometric constructions, was 
re-labelled 'laboratory research'. This revolu
tionary 'art', employing the methods of techni
cal drawing and mechanisation, therefore had 
important links to the processes of modernity 
such as industry and engineering. Mechanical 
tools provided the necessary discipline and 
control, and compass or ruler-drawn lines 
supplanted the hand-drawn. 

The group around Popova, Stepanova and 
Rodchenko became known as the 
'Construc-tivists', and included theorists 
Brik and Arvatov. They adopted the term 
'Construction' because it related to other 
realms of contemporary social life, such as 
industry, utilitarian work and socialism itself. 
Arvatov insisted 'we can build socially 
purposeful forms'.19 Akin to engineers artists 
would become 'constructors' who produced 
useful work, directly involved in industrial 
production itself, shaping the'very stuff with 
which people live their everyday lives'.20 
Objects would be produced that functioned 
as 'comrades' in the creation of a socialist 
culture: 'our things in our hands must be 
equals'. 21 We therefore see Rodchenko at this 
time presenting himself as a 'constructor', in a 
'Production Suit' of his own design. [Fig, 2: 
Photograph of Aleksandr Rodchenko with folded 
constructions, 1921, by Mikhail Kauftnan] . 
Shown in the background are his 'spatial 
constructions', folded and collapsed, as he is 
now ready to engage in production like any 
other worker, echoing Brik's call to arms of 
1 9 1 8: 'Go into the factories; this is the only 
task for artists . .  .'22 

'THE FRUITS OF HIS OWN l...ABoUJt' : THE 

'PRODUCTION SUIT' RECODED 
In 2002 Mabb took the design of this 

'production clothing', the uniform of the 
socialist worker, and re-made it using 'Fruit' 
fabric. [Fig. 3: Self portrait posing as 
Rodchenko, dressed in a Rodchenko Production 
Suit made from 'Fruit' William Morris fabric] . 
He describes the intentions behind it: 

(Rodchenko's} Production Suit was an exam
ple of his sense of responsibility as an artist 
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towards his fellow citizens, moving away from a 
discredited gallery art associated with the bour
geoisie, to the creation of more utilitarian prod
ucts often intended for mass production. I 
recently had a copy of Rodchenko's Production 
Suit (originally from 1921) made out of Fruit 
fabric. In this piece, I was concerned to bring 
together two not necessarily compatible Utopian 
moments. Rodchenko's Production Suit demon
strated his visible commitment to the Soviet 
working class, while Morris's Fruit was a repre-

"Mabbs re-presentation 
is the legacy 
of Dada and Punk" 
sentation of nature in all its fecundity . . .  I then 
restaged photographs from 1921 of Rodchenko 
wearing the Production Suit. 23 

The montage technique insists on a 
dialogue between these utopian visions, form
ing a space for exchange that is highly 
confrontational. We are reminded of some 
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similarities in their positions, yet are simulta
neously jolted by the tangible difference once 
those ideas are transferred into material 
culture. Theoretically both sought social 
equality and the coalition of art and life, yet 
we are faced here with the troubling clash of 
Morris meeting the anti-artist. The two 
designs are held in a dialectical relationship. 
In a sense, each has hijacked the other: the 
utopian 'Fruit' have been imprisoned by the 
contours of the clothing, whilst the blank 
canvas suit is overwhelmed by the pattern. 
But there is more going on here than merely 
the collision of art and industry or the clash
ing of aesthetics and utility. Given the irrev
erence and iconoclasm, Mabb's re-presenta
tion is the legacy of Dada and Punk. 'Fruit' 
regains its status as a politically engaged arte
fact. The hand-crafted wallpaper pattern and 
symbol of Morris's utopia is turned on its 
head and re-cast as the emblem of revolution
ary politics, but in the form of a mass
produced fabric. Rodchenko, meanwhile, is 
toppled from his avant-garde pedestal, no 
longer the icon of a functional, rational, 

pared-down modernism in his 'Fruit' Suit. 
Mabb mocks capitalist society in a two

pronged attack. On the one hand the Suit 
condemns those who made the political and 
socialised nature of Morris's patterns obsolete. 
On the other it ridicules the institutions of 
modernism that, as part of this effacement, 
created a hierarchical system, whereby 'deco
ration' and 'ornament' (read feminine, nature, 
the primitive, backward, lacking in intellec
tual depth) were dismissed in favour of 
geometric abstraction and utility (read 
machine aesthetic, radical, culture, perform
ing a critical function, with a critical content). 
Morris's 'Fruit' function as revolutionary 
motifs, whilst Rodchenko's Suit is forced to 
re-define its avant-garde status on the terms 
set down by 'mere' decoration. 

In Mabb's hands, the Suit becomes an 
inscribed surface upon which a number of 
narratives can be played out. He exposes the 
mechanism by which modernism has created 
a discourse that privileges the blank canvas, or 
geometrical abstraction. And as part of this, 
geometric design assumed a critical position 
to the figurative, the decorative and iconogra
phy. The constructed nature of this history of 
art becomes more apparent when we study a 
little known photograph of Rodchenko from 
1 9 1 5  [Fig. 4] . It provides a glimpse of the 
'other' Rodchenko - one that modernism has 
prohibited because of the decoration. Here 
sits the high priest of the avant-garde, not 
among his geometric constructions, but 
amidst a riot of Morris-like ornament in a 
domestic, bourgeois interior. Mabb creates the 
same shock effect with his 'Fruit' Production 
Suit, disrupting modernism's linear narrative 
of progress by wrenching Morris patterns 
from the past, into the revolutionary context 
of Russia in the early l 920's, where decora
tion was obsolete and discredited. In the 
absence of ornament, like Le Corbusier's utili
tarian objects, Rodchenko's Suit is an emblem 
of purification, adhering to the Constructivist 
ideal: 'we will first of all be cleaners, cleansing 
engineering of aestheticism, dilettantism, 
superfluity . . .  '24 There is evident self-fashion
ing on Rodchenko's part in Kaufman's photo
graph of 192 1 .  Here, he re-presents himself in 
the guise of the archetypal modernist, the 
'artist-engineer'. The wearer of the Production 
Suit is supposedly affiliated to revolutionary 
ideals through its geometric form and un
ornamented surface. 

But a worker's suit or uniform automati
cally engages in a political discourse. Literally 
the fabric of society, it can be used to repre
sent power struggles and in this way stands as 
a political emblem of a whole culture. 
(Historically we think of the crucial role of 
textiles in the French Revolution, for exam
ple, where the uniform, flag and Phrygian cap 
were uncompromising as symbols of liberty 
themselves, or were used to depict revolution
ary motifs) . Equally it embodies human 
labour as a commodity, and as working cloth
ing it is also the embodiment of that labour 

g. 2 
Photograph of Alexandr Rotkhrolto with fokkd 
co11Stn1e1ioru, 1921, by Milt/Jail /(pufma" 



intrinsically. Just as the body is used as a 
general metaphor for the structure and func
tion of society as a whole, Rodchenko's Suit 
becomes the symbol of a collective labour, the 
workers who will help build the new socialist 
society. This politicisation of the body/cloth
ing is a force that Rodchenko manipulates 
and depends on, and it is equally at the core 
of Mabb's recontextualisation. 

By inhabiting the Suit himself, Mabb, like 
Rodchenko before, brings human embodi
ment to the fore - an essential element of 
Marx's view of the character of human labour. 
For Marx, embodiment is necessary for man's 
sensuous appropriation of nature. The fruit in 
the Morris pattern represent 'nature' - the 
product of human labour. However, under 
conditions of capitalism the means of produc
tion are separated from the workers, and thus: 
'the worker is alienated from the product of 
his labour, alienated from his work . . .  and 
finally from nature itself, that is from his 
inorganic body'.25The 'Fruit' Suit is the 
symbol of the worker's repossession of this 
body, eradicating the forces of reification and 
alienation, representing the collective engage
ment with revolutionary change. Here we 
have Morris's aestheticisation of work, in the 
sense that the 'Fruit' pattern of the 
Production Suit expresses this aspect of his 
utopia. It is workers' clothing that embodies 
the 'sweetness of human labour'.26 But take 
the decoration away, and the worker is disaf
fected, separated from his body that has 
become a standard 'type' beneath the univer
sal production uniform. Under 
Constructivism, the body conforms to a 
geometric order. 

What is at stake here is not only the status 
of the collective working body, but the artist 
and his role in society as producer of 'useful 
work'. Mabb engages with the construction of 
artistic identity. Here we have Mabb as cura
tor, Rodchenko as foreman, of this utopian 
project to bring forth a rebellion through 'art'. 
But we are forced to question Rodchenko's 
identity formation because of the work the 
Suit implies and his location of it as a tool in 
the utopian project. The so-called 'socialist 
objects' were in fact produced in the capitalist 
Russia of Lenin's New Economic Policy. 
Lenin promoted American prototypes, in 
particular the models of Ford and Taylor, 
since drastic measures were required to 
modernize the Russian economy. 
Constructivism created 'norms' and 'stan
dards' as in industry; thus ironically capitalist 
models of efficiency in the realm of industrial 
production directly influenced the expression 
of modernity in communist culture. 

Utopia always carries with it the spectre of 
dystopia, just as the presence of decoration 
contains its absence. Mabb's dialectic is 
concerned with exposing the inherent difficul
ties in Morris's reliance upon work, and art, as 
aesthetic categories. 'Fruit' as a beautiful 
design needs to be rendered problematical.27 
We require a pattern of refusal and opposition 

in order for it to continue to function politi
cally. If there is decoration, we need to be 
reminded of its absence: the Suit only works 
through what is denied. Mabb is questioning 
therefore how art can operate within a 
damaged society. The notion of beauty 
becomes untenable in a capitalist framework 
because art, beauty and aestheticism 
'contribute to the maintenance and ideologi
cal justification of intolerable political circum
stances'." Morris's original socialist intentions 
for the designs are all too easily negated 
through commercial recuperation and appro
priation. Mabb's method of recontextualising 
'Fruit', placing it in the form of the 
Production Suit suggests that utopian thought 
need not be altogether lost if the strategies of 
the anti-artist are employed. 

But more significantly, the Suit reminds us 
of the symbolic power of Morris's decoration 
and what that might bring to a deperson
alised, geometric modernism. Mabb provides 
what has been described as 'a glimpse of an 
alternative, unrealised, radical modernism', 
opening up Rodchenko's 'rationalised, demo-

cratic forms to an aesthetic of care, vivacity 
and plenty' through the employment of 
Morris's 'Fruit' pattern.29The idea of the 
aestheticisation of art and work may be 
fundamentally flawed, but with hindsight it 
had a more genuine claim to the condition of 
Utopia than the Constructivist programme 
that enabled the capitalist labour process to 
turn the worker into a machine. Beech has 

"The 'Fruit' Suit is the 
symbol of the worker's 
repossesion of the 
body, irradicating the 
forces of reification" 
suggested that 'Rodchenko's Suit is an apt 
home for Morris's imagery, framing Morris's 
iconography of natural abundance within 
something approaching the social form which 
that iconography signified'. 30 I would dispute 
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fig. 3 
Self portait posing as Rodchenko, dressed in a Rodchenko 
Production Suit made from 'Fruit' William Morris fabric 

by David Mabb (2003). 



this reading, since the Production Suit 
denotes an alienating system of work. Morris 
transformed utopian thought by emphasising 
labour, but it was a labour linked to the idea 
of plenty and abundance, and took the form 
of 'sensuous pleasure' . For him, the crucial 
thing was the 'decoration of workmanship' : 
designing wallpapers and textiles that 'make 
our toil happy, our rest fruitful'.31 In a lecture 
entitled 'Art and the People: A Socialist's 
Protest Against Capitalist Brutality' Morris 
envisaged a society without capitalism where 
'a man might be allowed to enjoy the fruits of 
his own labour'.32 

A POETICS OF NEGATION: THE ROTTING 

FRUITS OF REVOLUTION 
Mabb's recontextualisation of the 

Rodchenko Production Suit is a powerful 
attempt to deny and disrupt Morris's utopian 
vision, seeking to confine the abundance 
within a rationalised system. Although 
re-formulated, ultimately the 'Fruit pattern 
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itself remains intact however, and the dream 
of decoration lives on. But in other works by 
Mabb where he utilises Morris's 'Fruit in 
conjunction with Constructivist designs by 
Popova and Stepanova, the strategy of 
negation is employed to different effect, 
significantly changing the pattern from the 
start, to radically alter the way in which it 
signifies. I am thinking of three pieces in 
particular whose power lies in the evocation 
of a profoundly unsettling vacuity, achieved 
through a rupturing of the iconography of 
abundance, what I have termed a 'poetics of 
negation'. 

We begin to see this in Mabb's earlier 
Morris-based works where the 'Fruit' design is 
manipulated, but without the Constructivist 
component. In 'Pomegranate' ( 1 998), for 
example, he expresses himself through the 
spirit of rebellion associated with punk, so 
that the fabric is soiled with abject matter. 
Attempts to annihilate the decorative fruit are 
made with a thin layer of white acrylic in 

' White Fruit ( 1999), which leaves the faintest 
outline of the design barely perceptible. 'Large 
Fruit' ( 1999) and 'Fruit' ( 1999-2000) utilise a 
similar disfiguring process of disavowal, 
whereby the structuring elements of the 
pattern are obliterated by white paint. 
Aligning himself to the modernist tradition, 
Mabb has declared: 'when I paint onto the 
fabric or onto the wallpaper I think it is a 
process of 'deaning up' or simplification . . .  
Purity of the Modernist ideal. So for me it is 
not 'dirtying' but rather more purification. It's 
idealist, it's utopian, but not 'dirtying' .'33 Yet it 
works as an act of destruction, of pollution or 
contamination. 

These techniques form the basis of the 
more recent pieces where Mabb incorporates 
the work of Popova and Stepanova, over
painting the mass-produced copies of Morris's 
'Fruit' wallpaper with their textile designs. 
The two works I want to discuss here are 
'Morris Fruit/Popova, Untitled Textile Design 
(Semi-Circles)' and 'Morris Fruit!Stepanova, 
Untitled Textile Design (Triangles)', both of 
2003. [Figs. 6 and 7) . With the interpenetra
tion of the two 'utopian moments' using a 
montage technique through paint, Mabb 
leaves Morris's pomegranates in a precarious 
condition. The flaws in relying on beauty and 
abundance to express utopian ideals are 
exposed: these are the (rotting) fruits of man's 
pleasure in his work, when Morris is forced to 
confront the harsh realities of actual 
revolution in the modern, industrialised 
world. The over-ripe fruit either droop like 
some heavy burden, under the strain of the 
modernist utopia (the Popova), or are 
suspended in mid-air, left to float aimlessly, 
their support system engulfed by geometric 
avant-gardism (the Stepanova). 

The language of textiles can convey 
powerful political messages, and in the 
context of the Russian Revolution, textiles 
became a potent weapon in the armoury of 
socialist ideology. Cloth and clothing were 
part of the everyday domestic lives of the 
workers, so textiles were (in theory at least) 
able to penetrate to the farthest parts of the 
country and reach a mass consumer. The 
Constructivists' involvement with industry 
became feasible with a new demand for goods 
generated largely by Lenin's New Economic 
Policy of 192 1 .  And the designs of Popova 
and Stepanova once transferred into material 
culture as usable textiles in Moscow's 'First 
State Cotton-Printing Factory', became the 
ultimate 'socialist objects'.34 

However it is not merely the power of these 
textiles to signify through their materiality, as 
fabric, that allow the consumption of Morris's 
fruit, but the geometric patterns that cover 
their surfaces. With an emphasis on standard
ization, geometric form was considered appro
priate to express the 'modern', automatically 
making connections to industrial civilisation. 
And crucially the geometric seemed 'anony
mous', denying the presence of what was 
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perceived as purposeless ornament. The 
dynamic patterns of Popova and Stepanova 
therefore appeared to guarantee the status of 
the textiles as 'socialist objects'. Each typified 
the machine aesthetic and a belief in stan
dards of efficiency in industrial production, 
with their ruler-drawn lines and compass
drawn circles. Yet these formal elements in no 
way assured commitment to a particular set of 
socio-political ideals. There were instances of 
western appropriations of Constructivism 
during the 1 920s where merely the geometric 

"Lenin promoted 
American prototypes, 
in particular the 
models of Fordism 
since drastic measures 
were needed to 
modernise the 

" economy 

forms or utilitarian aesthetic were assimilated, 
but not the revolutionary idealism.35 Hence 
the geometric could easily be denied its criti
cal component, or put to the services of other 
political regimes. 

The notion of the salvation of geometry 
prevailed in Constructivist rhetoric, whereby 
technology was seen as a liberating force. But 
the modes of mass-production also removed 
the human from the process of making. This 
depersonalised language of construction 
where the worker's hand was replaced with 
industrial techniques, was the opposite to 
Morris's belief in hand-crafred labour. Mabb 
actually creates two opposing effects with 
these works. On the more positive front, the 
only viable strategies are violent ones. Morris's 
fruit have to be sliced open, made dialectical 
and able to pierce the surface of the 
Constructivist design, allowing his vision to 
be brought back into focus. But on the other 
hand, the future he predicts for Morris's 
socialism is a bleak one. Without roots or 
branches, the dislocated fruit will rot, wither 
and die, swallowed up by dehumanising, 
Fordist factory systems: a potent metaphor 
indeed for what will happen to the utopian 
ideal in the twentieth century. 

Mabb creates modern day 'vanitas' paint
ings with these works. The fruit function as 
reminders of the transience of the revolution
ary moment: depicted on the turn, decay is 
imminent. They also bring to mind the paint
ing of rotting fruit by Courbet, the French 
artist who was imprisoned for his part in the 
Paris Commune of 1870- 1 .  Entitled 'Still Life 
with Apples and a Pomegranate', it was 
painted during his imprisonment and acts as a 

symbol of that failed revolution. Similarly, 
Mabb's fruit that drifr or hang in front of 
abstract designs are images of regret, of doubt: 
from the vantage point of the early twenty 
first century, he calls up the spectre of two 
failed utopias. For all the optimism and 
energy of Constructivism with its geometric 
forms that expressed social revolution, in the 
face of Stalinism these became part of the 
process of dehumanization. 

With a work entitled 'Morris Fruit!Popova 
Untitled Textile Design (Target with Bars) ' of 
2003 [Fig. 8] , Mabb takes things one stage 
further in terms of both the ruination of the 
'Fruit' design itself and how it signifies poeti
cally. Here, Morris's pomegranates have rotted 
and withered away completely. The idea 
behind the piece relates to the earlier 'Fruit 
Twigs' ( 1999) where Mabb blocks Morris's 
utopia by erasing the fruit, thereby exposing 
the bare twigs beneath. The recoding of 'Fruit 
Twigs' through the Popova design intensifies 
the alienation and bleakness. By colliding the 
two systems, each damages the other. If the 
depersonalised language of construction 
embodied in Popova's geometric design anni
hilates Morris's fruit, then the branches of the 
tree twist around the bars, choking them and 
spoiling the view of the target beyond. 

Mabb uses the montage technique to create 
slippages that move us from these historical 
references to the present day and back again. 
He reminds us that in Morris's time the 
socialist project itself was a ripening fruit. By 
the early 1 920's it was rather over-ripe and 
waiting to fall: but there was still hope for the 
utopian ideal given the class-orientated nature 
of the struggles. With this painting however, 
longing turns to loss, doubt to despair. Mabb 
creates an elegy to revolutionary socialism 
from the perspective of the twenty-first 
century. It stands as a metaphor on two 
counts. First of all it symbolises the 
shortcomings of state-communism in 
practice, the chaos, destruction and terror felt 
by those who experienced decades of it in 
Russia. Secondly it is an emblem for the 
damage capitalism has done in its negation of 
the whole utopian project. The promise of 
Russian Constructivism metamorphosed into 
a bland, anodyne, rationally administered 
world. As we are reminded by Marcuse, 'a 
comfortable, smooth, reasonable, democratic 
unfreedom prevails in advanced industrial 
civilization, a token of technical progress.'36 

CONCLUSION 
"It was possible then to have social, organic, 
hopeful progressive art; whereas now such 
poor scraps of it as are lefr are the result of 
individual and wasteful struggle, are 
retrospective and pessimistic . . .  there is no 
hope save in Revolution. The old art is no 
longer fertile, no longer yields us anything 
save elegantly poetical regrets; being barren, 
it has but to die, and the matter of moment 
now is, as to how it shall die, whether with 

hope or without it." 37 
In Morris's lecture 'The Aims of Art', he 

looks back to the Middle Ages, mourning the 
loss of the dream where 'true democratic art' 
became one with 'real society - Socialism'. 
But it could equally be Mabb elegising on the 
demise and decomposition of our own society 
under capitalism, looking back on the failed 
utopian projects of artists a century or so ago, 
surrounded by the rotting fruits of their 
struggles. Thompson described Morris as 'our 
greatest diagnostician of alienation', but with 
some of his Morris-based works Mabb comes 
close to this today.38 

Yet Morris reminds us that there are two 
paths open to us: 'with hope' as well as 'with
out it'. The key for Morris, as Mabb's 
re-working of the 'Production Suit' shows, is 
'beauty produced by the labour of man' 
symbolised by patterns such as 'Fruit' 'the 
expression of the interest man takes in the life 
of man upon the earth with all its surround
ings'." The beautiful fruit will rot and die, 
leaving barren stems, but out of this decay 
comes new life and hope. Describing the 
growth of art he wrote: 'like all growth, it was 
good and fruitful for a while; like all fruitful 
growth, it grew into decay; like all decay of 
what was once fruitful, it will grow into 
something new . .  .'40 Spring follows winter, just 
as men are still making history, bringing the 
possibility of change and an end to exploita
tion. If the social form that 'fruit' signified in 
Morris's own time has been lost, it will return. 
The fecundity of Morris's decorative arts 
might be disrupted or temporarily obliterated 
by systems that give credence to the liberating 
and revolutionary potential of art (such as the 
Constructivists) or by capitalism that reifies 
forms of resistance, but his decorative matter 
as 'joy in labour' will always strike back. 
Mabb's work is important because it helps in 
this process, re-politicising Morris's wallpapers 
and textiles, making his designs relevant again 
as 'political texts to be read'. 

Mabb creates a body of work that operates 
as a stinging critique of our society's misrepre
sentation of Morris, achieving this through 
provocative acts of collision, fragmentation and 
superimposition. The Morris/Constructivist 
pieces thus rely on a modernist, montage 
strategy in formal terms. Mabb's work is 
rather ambivalent in its relationship to 
modernism however, creating effects that 
serve to destabilize an existing critical ortho
doxy. His project is dependent upon elements 
of the modernist paradigm, yet simultane
ously offers a critique of the rhetoric associ
ated with it. The works I have discussed here 
embody a struggle between the two, a push 
and pull from decoration to geometric 
abstraction and back again, disturbing bound
aries along the way. A similar ambiguity is 
demonstrated towards the Constructivists, for 
Mabb appears to celebrate their anti-decora
tive stance and the technist rejection of nature 
and creative work, whilst exposing the hierar-
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chical system that modernism constructed in 
order to repress ornamentation. This ambiva
lence is made manifest with a work such as 
the 'Fruit' Production Suit. Arguably an icon 
of modernism is turned on its head so that its 
power as a political signifier is intensified by 
the presence, rather than the absence of deco
ration; whilst at the same time there is an 
attempt to confine the utopian abundance of 
Morris's 'Fruit' in a rationalised system. 

Yet choosing the Constructivist designs to 
re-inscribe Morris's wallpapers and textiles 
with social meanings is a deliberate strategy 
on Mabb's part that unequivocally aligns his 
project to the modernist tradition. And the 
reason for this choice is no doubt connected 
to the way in which Rodchenko, Stepanova 
and Popova have been written into this 
discourse. Their status is secure within the 
canon of modernism, as 'high art', as 'avant
garde', as 'revolutionary', as 'utopian'. I have 
indicated however, some of the flaws attached 
to this kind of rhetoric. The Constructivists' 
vision became deeply problematic, just as 
modernism was a profoundly ambivalent 
movement, capable of being mobilised in the 
service of communism, capitalism, fascism or 
imperialism. 
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Ironically, it is this negation of the 
Constructivist utopia that makes possible the 
re-politicisation of Morris's wallpapers and 
fabrics. fu one commentator has recently 
suggested Mabb's work succeeds on this level 
because he 'recuperates Morris from his 
current reified position within consumer 
culture and places him into an active 
discourse on utopian modernism'.41 And 
Morris emerges from this discussion 
triumphant: it is the triumph of concrete 
labour over the abstract. Mabb's work is 
difficult at times, complex and directed 
towards an informed audience who are aware 
of art historical debates. Despite this it is 
worth the trouble. Among artists rethinking 
Morris today, he stands apart because of his 
ability to stress the humanity that Morris's 
designs embody. In this respect the writings 
of Peter Fuller are comparable: 

Some of us on the Left, at least, are begin
ning to realise that aesthetics and ethics 
cannot be dismissed as 'class: or any other 
kind of relativistic values. They derive their 
authority . . .  .from certain biologically given 
conditions of human being which must 

remain 'relatively constant' if we are to live 
happy and joyous lives. Modern capitalist, 
and much modern socialist production, too, 
impinges upon, or suppresses those condi
tions altogether. But Morris's practical work 
loudly affirms them." 
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When asking the time made you a social pariah 
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commodities in order co aid and abet 'economic growth.' This is the 
real scandal in our society: the forced work economy. Bue in a world 
riven by what appear co be far more pressing maccers - turmoil and war 
in the Middle East, famine, water wars, ecological catastrophe, mass 
unemployment - che notion chat work itself should be critiqued is seen 
by many as a puzzling idea. In fact, the totalitarian labour economy is 

implicated in most of the social catastrophes besetting humanity. The 
problem of work should not be a concern merely for those more 
bohemian types who populace the outer fringes of Western culture - it 
goes to the heart of every challenge humanity faces, and often has. The 
Persian poet Omar Khayyam, spoke against it beautifully and the Paris 
Commune was a festival bereft of chose who would argue for a return 
to the factories. Instead the Communards used those mechanical 
disciplinarians, public clocks, for target practice! The idea that humans 
should choose how co spend their time and energy freely is a potent and 
powerful notion that threatens to unravel every false layer of hierarchy, 
and always has. It's an idea that just won't die. Often work is 
volunteered slavery, but more ofren people have no choice. People will 
take jobs that are against their own vital interests, but as the coll on 
mental health mounts, as the chaos of a value based system of 
production unleashes more and more ecological disasters, so people are 
left searching for alternative ideas. Unfortunately, they won't find any 
help in religion or Orthodox Marxism: As Lenin, Sc Paul and Hider all 
said: 'If you don' t  work you don't eat.' This maxim, sanctioned by the 
state, is as old as the first time a commodity was sold, or the first time 
someone sold their labour power. The crucial task facing us today is 
creating an opposition co alienated work in all its forms. 
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Dead white males 
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the three Beatles (Orton dealt with only three of them in his script. 
They were called Ian Mc Turk, Jack Ramsay and Christopher Low) all 
together in bed - clearly that was too hot for the clean-cut image of 
those 'lovable mop toppers' and so their manager (himself in the closet) 
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pulled the rug on che idea. Shame. 

Not in my taverna 
In France everyone lives within 80km of a nuclear power station. It is 
che masc nuclear state after the USA. Sometimes Greek people are quite 
proud at not having to mess with this dangerous pollutant. They get 
their electricity power from Bulgarian nuclear power stations instead. A 
sore of Greek nimby! 

Yankee doodle just dandy 
Jack Daniels in the American Civil War was doing well. He was selling 
booze to both sides. 

Working class hero 
Alan Sugar is a real multroon. He loves to play up to his role as 
lieutenant general of the gotowork ethos on che TV show 'The 
Apprentice' and enjoys boring anyone who will listen as he rambles on 
about his working class origins. Each week on the TV show he fires 
another hapless hopeful, compecing to work for Sugar as chief-lickle 
spittle down at his ranch in Essex for about £1 00,000 a year. Big deal. 
You can't help but snigger as one by one as the dullards get sacked. 
Some saucer eyed nuuer was the first to go (shocked) and then followed 
a toffee-nosed corporate lawyer (outraged.) You just know Sugar gets a 
kick from, first, making these hooray henries sing for their supper, and 
then boot them ouc onro the street. Good to know there's still such a 
thing as class consciousness. 

Back in the eighties, when a certain well-known business concern was 
going through regular economic convulsions, so it's workers used co rip 
out the innards of cheaper competitor's hi-fi systems and then scuff 
them back - into their own produces co sell! Fooling the consumer. An 
age-old business trick. One food company employed bored students 
during holiday time at its factory. The temporary workers used co have 
competitions to see who could throw the most disgusting thing they 
could find into che huge vats of custard. One fast food company has 
suffered from a rash of workers who found interesting substitutes for 

the green pickle that lace their hamburgers - most famously in one 
restaurant, serving up their improvised versions for free to the cops who 
called in at che end of the night shift. Sometimes, staff are sacked en 
masse and che restaurants close temporarily until replacements are 
found. A world famous brand of sailing gear used co pad their jackets 
with cheaper than advertised lining. The punters don't raise any 
questions, and everyone's happy. In the 1 930s che socialise Upton 
Sinclair was so disgusted at the way workers were treated in the meat
packing factories of Chicago that he wrote a book about their plight, 
called The Human jungle. It became a best-seller. Congress legislated 
safety measures for the industry quite quickly. The hubbub raised 
wasn't because of the appalling treatment of the workers though: it was 
because the vocal and articulate middle classes didn't want co bite into 
a nice juicy cut of pork and find a human finger lodged inside. Today, 
people know that the production line society we live in is a recipe for 
disaster, and the more boring your job is the more likely you are to take 
revenge on the anonymous joe who buys your product. That this 
society of alienating and abstract labour has to go is a certainty; the only 
hope remaining is that we can dismantle it as peacefully as possible. 

On the Poverty of Student Life 2006 
'Students could be asked to volunteer as special constables at the 
University of East London to help combat crime and anti-social 
behaviour on campuses. CampusWatch involves recruits who could be 
anyone involved with university life, including lecturers and other staff, 
working alongside experienced police officers. They will have the same 
powers as full-time officers.' 
Newham Recorder, September 2005 

Lost in Translation 
The real title of Andre Gorz s book in French is 'Adieus au Proletariat. ' 
(Farewell to the Proletariat), [Editions Galilee, 1 980, Paris.] A bit 
different to Malcolm lmrie's translation 'Farewell to the Working Class ' 
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ANYONE WHO VISITS RUSSIA WILL TELL 
YOU THAT IT IS LIKE THE WILD-WEST. 
ON THE HUGE MOTORWAY SERVICING 
THE MAIN Moscow AIRPORT, IN THE 
FREEZING DECEMBER COLD WITH SNOW 
BLIZZARDS, YOU WILL SEE TEENAGERS 
TRYING TO SELL BOTTLED WATER. THERE 
IS NO-ONE TO BUY IT. CARS RUSH PAST 
ON THE MOTORWAY OBLIVIOUS. IN 
Moscow ITSELF, PENSIONERS SELL THE 
FAMILY SILVER OUTSIDE METRO 
STATIONS. Ex SOLDIERS OF THE AFGHAN 
AND CHECHEN WARS LOOK FOR FIGHTS 
OUTSIDE NIGHTCLUBS .  EVERYONE IS 
LOOKING FOR A WAY TO HUSSLE. A SORT 
OF WEIMAR GERMANY, MINUS THE 
GLAMOUR. EVERYWHERE SOLDIERS AND 
COPS LOOK FOR BRIBES TO MAKE UP 
THEIR PALTRY STATE WAGES .  

The present crisis i n  Russia is quite 
something. In fact, the Russian ex-minister of 
finance is now saying that Russia has gone 
back in time to the Soviet Union mode of 
production, when the military-industrial 
complex was state controlled - in other words, 
state capitalist. In this fight against the 
oligarchs Putin, (the ex-KGB operative based 
in East Germany, the so called 'democratic' 
Republic) has become an even bigger oligarch 
than all the others. The Chelsea football club 
owner Roman Abramovitch and billionaire 
was wise enough to leave Russia and stay out 
of internal politics there. The workers who 
made him his fortune have been left with 
nothing. Khodorkhovsky was less fortunate. 
He is currently serving nine years in prison 
for fraud. He used to own Yukos, the giant oil 
concern, now his wealth is in the hands of the 
Russian state - i.e., Putin. In fact it has been 
stolen from Khodorkhovsky and his American 
partners, who in turn stole it from the 
Russian people. All the oligarchs benefited 
from the Yeltsin years in power but nothing is 
ever easy in Russia. The transition from state 
capitalism to neo-liberalism was bound to be 



a bumpy road, so to put it bluncly people in 
Russia are in an even worse situation than 
before the break-up of the Soviet Union. All 
the social amenities have been privatized or 
run down, leaving people at the base scram
bling for crumbs. Only a few live well. Putin 
relies on a compliant media. His Omon and 
Spetnaz special forces help to keep control of 
the population and the vast natural resources. 
Conscripts to the army are less fortunate. 
They have bad equipment and are paid in 
potatoes. Every so often they are allowed to 
go to fields and pull their salaries. It was same 
in the heroic USSR, the 'workers state. '  So 
politics is a dirty business, as the mayor of 
Moscow said recently. Yury Luzhkov knows 
something about it. Luzhkov is an old 
Stalinist apparatchik, now a billionaire. He 
has had to learn a few lessons in order to 
remain in power, unlike Khodorkhovsky, 
Abramovitch and the other oligarchs, he has 
made an alliance with the top player Putin, 
but by doing so he has found out that now 
Putin controls Moscow - hence Luzhkov's 
phrase on 'the dirty business.' 

The stranglehold on politics by Putin 

resembles a dictatorship. The autocrat at the 
head of the Russian state mince machine 
changes every few years, and it all renders the 
average citizen into a scared, muzzled individ
ual. Nothing will change until the Putin 
machine is dismantled. Khordorkhovsky has 
even said he doesn't want Yukos back, and is 
so doing he has become a leading dissident. 
Nothing is ever straightforward in Mother 
Russia. Twists and turns. This is something 
the politically correct outfit Amnesty 
International find difficult to understand. 
They certainly won't defend Khodorkhovsky. 
The screw tightens - the Russian parliament 
(the Duma, Putin's rubber stamp) has passed 
a law restricting the activities of NGOs in 
Russia. Anyone reflecting on the origins of 
this particularly nasty strain of Russian capi
talism could do worse than read the excellent 
pamphlet not yet translated into English by 
Guy Sabatier. It was published in the mid 
1 960s and its main thesis is that the 
Bolsheviks were a state power complete with 
the repressive powers of all states (capital 
punishments, prisons, forced labour, secret 
police) at the centre of which was the control 

of the labour market and commodity produc
tion. The moment they sat down to sign the 
Treaty of Brest-Litovsk in 1 9 1 7  with the 
German high-command the Bolsheviks put an 
end to the Russian revolution. The crushing of 
the revolt in Kronstadt by workers and sailors 
in 1 92 1  was the final nail in the coffin. The 
Bolshevik nightmare would last another 
seventy years, but as we have seen its replace
ment has not born beautiful fruits. Instead we 
have Putin's pinched features busy at work in 
the swill bucket, just like in Animal Farm. 
Even today we find that some radicals view 
the Bolshevik revolution of October 1 9 1 7  as a 
great event - when in fact is was nothing but a 
Palace revolution, as the French surrealist poet 
Louis Aragon said. Later, he would come to 
worship Stalin, but we still think that he was 
right the first time. Theory is not frozen 
thought, it moves with it's times. Ideology, on 
the other hand, is a deep freeze, a mausoleum 
with Lenin embalmed alongside. Guy 
Sabatier's small contribution could help 
greatly to act as a chemical aphid spray on all 
those rose tinted glasses so many look through 
when viewing those historic events of 1 9 17. 
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CRITICAL 
FRAGMENTS 

Soap dodgers 
'Primitivism' is a real mess and doesn't offer any up solutions, but its 
radical sheen attracts some. Paul Rotgers, alias John Connor, a leading 
'theorist' of this strange hotch-potch of ideas has still not understood 
the critique of his pal John Zerzan to be found in JZ and the Primitive 

Confusion by En Attendant. Zerzan was also taken to pieces by the 
editor of the legendary magazine out of Tucson, Arizona, The Match. 
John Zerzan has still to reply to the criticisms of his shabby ideology 
and they are too powerful to ignore. Zerzan is a real coward, and we 
despair of all those who adhere to his hotchpotch ideas. The Match on 
the other hand is remarkable: produced wirh all the care and attention 
to detail of a bygone age of arrisanship, and it reads almost like some 
marvellous missing link to the lost world of The Wobblies. The editor 
also manages to catalogue scores of examples of police brutality taking 
place right across the United States coday, which doesn't appear to 
diminish in size with each issue - and never makes the mainstream 
media. The amount of brutality documented is literally breathtaking, 
and for this hard work alone The Match deserves credit. A real insight 
into the reality of life in ' the world's richest democracy' which you 
won't get on CNN for sure. 
The Match can be ordered from Post Office Box 30 1 2, Tucson Arizona 
85702 

For his part, 'Primitivist' theorist Rotgers edits a rag called The Sewer. 
Another publisher in Tucson, Arizona, put out a pamphlet about 
primitivism without even quoting the critique of Zerzan by En 
Attendant or The Match review. It seems some cannot cope with 
dialogue. 

The occupation of the EHESS. 
The occupation of this college during the recent events in Paris, 2006 
was a strange affair. The president of that school, Daniele Hervieu
Leger said she was a bit naive in allowing a general meeting take place 
there. She reflected lacer that 'the dimension of open-mindedness is the 
peculiarity of the establishment.' The police abandoned the EHESS. It 
then cook them S days to re-take the building. On the 20th March so 
called 'radical' elements occupied the EHESS. The students were soon 
outflanked. The clear-up operation is estimated to be in the region of 1 
million Euros. Many books will be wrtten devoted to the graffiti 
applied to the college walls in chose days, helping the college recoup the 
money lost in the clean up. Source: Le Monde, 5th April 2006 



THE TRANSFORMATION OF LIFE INTO 
COMMODITIES KILLS, BUT NOWHERE IS 
THIS MORE DEADLY THAN IN THE 
EXTREME MARKET CONDITIONS OF 
CONTEMPORARY CHINA. 

Red capitalists use anything - collagen 
extracted from the lips of executed prisoners 
or haphazardly recycled electronic waste from 
the West - as the raw materials for runaway 
overproduction. The Chinese commodities 
inundating the earth stem from a pitiless 
market of low-paid laborers, including chil
dren and prisoners, who put in long hours, 
often six or seven day per week. With massive 
unemployment in rural areas' and a huge 
unregistered migration to China's cities, the 
so-called floating population, life for many 
unfortunate Chinese is a constant struggle of 
one against all in which stolen children are 
sold for profit and scavengers covet everything, 
even stones from the Great Wall. 

Confucianism and socialist moral codes 
have given way to an open and rampant sex 
industry; women compete to sell themselves 
as commodities in exchange for other 
commodities in some of the world's largest 
shopping malls.2 Suicide rates have risen 
precipitously, becoming the leading cause of 
death for people between the ages of 1 8  and 
35. Respiratory illnesses from urban air pollu
tion prematurely kill more than half a million 
people per year, and poisonous discharges 
have spawned anti-pollution riots and occupa
tions in the countryside. Pollution and the 
profit-minded conditions in the multibillion 
dollar poultry industry, to cite another facet 
of this syndrome, have engendered a deadly 
avian flu that threatens human life worldwide 
and has already necessitated the mass slaugh
ter of birds.3 People know they produce their 
early demise through excessive work in danger
ous, often fatal conditions, and they sometimes 
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find ways to resist or escape this lethal 
commodification at the heart of new China. 

Henri Cartier-Bresson's photo essay "From 
One China to Another" captured the 1 949 
revolution from many angles and both sides 
of the conflict. His shots bear shrewd witness, 
better than words ever could, to the historical 
moment. Although not as momentous a time, 
I traveled to China in 1979, camera in hand, 
soon after the Beijing Spring and Democracy 
Wall movements flourished and were crushed 
on party orders. In addition to exploring the 
capital, I climbed Tai Shan and toured the 
industrial city of Jinan - notably the latter's 
textile and heavy machine factories, its sports 
training facility for targeted youth and a 
nearby agricultural commune. My 2005 trip -
to Hong Kong, Macau, Shenzhen, Chibi, 
Wuhan, Guilin and Yanghsuo - confirmed 
reports that an economic revolution has taken 
place over the past twenty-six years that rivals 
in importance the political transformation 
that occurred at the midpoint of the 
twentieth century. 

I should mention at the start, in a brief 
digression, that despite the constraints on 
expression imposed by the Chinese 
Communist Party, there was a rare freedom to 
feel in Beijing during the summer of 1 979 -

the freedom of riding a bicycle on well-lit 
streets at night, with many others, without 
interference from cars. The party had designs 
for cars, and now Beijing's streets are clogged 
with them, but at that moment people from 
all economic levels used standard bicycles, as 
the photos attest, and they could do things 
they wouldn't otherwise be able to, such as 
accompany a lover as warm air brushed 
against faces and free-flowing hair. No traffic, 
pollution or gasoline to worry about. The 
pedal-induced wind ruffled loose white shirts 
and dark trousers and ran through the slits in 
sandals - uniform clothing but at once 

comfortable, egalitarian and elegant. A bike 
took me up an alley where I wouldn't have 
gone on foot at night out of prudence. Away 
from the main street, many hundreds of resi
dents lined the balconies and steps, shoulder 
to shoulder, on both sides of the alley in a 
calm crowd representing a powerful biological 
force that history shows can turn in many 
directions. 

This force has at times turned away from 
party directives in protest, but mostly it 
marches in step with the call to sacrifice for 
the sake of industrial production and 
consumption whether it comes from party 
bosses or private managers, socialist consumer 
displays or Western style advertisements in 
the Chinese edition ofVogue. From 1 979 to 
2005, pure state capital ceded to the new 
hybrid of red capital, much to the benefit of 
those with party or military connections. 

The environmental consequences and 
uneven income distribution' resulting from 
this economic transformation - from a system 
of state ownership to one of privately held 
firms - are sources of grievances that spark 
protests in the tens of thousands every year. At 
its root, however, this destructive change must 
be seen in light of the seductive commodifica
tion that is turning mainland China into a 
factory-superstore along the lines of Hong 
Kong before the handover, only wilder with
out the efficient and stern British bureaucrats 
who ran things when I was there in 1 995. 
Now citizens of the city move to the mainland 
in search of opportunity, not vice versa. 
POLICY TRANSFORMATION 
The Four Modernizations, essentially the key 
policy for the country's economic develop
ment, was formulated by Zhou Enlai (then 
transliterated as Chou En-lai) in 1 975. He 
was dying of cancer, and the policy was more 
forcefully supported by Deng Xiaoping (then 
Teng Hsiao-ping) against the Gang of Four 
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who targeted him in the Anti-rightist 
Deviationist Wind Campaign and called his 
writing "poisonous weeds." Mao Zedong (then 
Mao Tse-tung), who had warned against 
emphasizing material progress in his 1976 New 
Year's address, would die later that year. By the 
following year, the Four Modernizations policy 
was presented by the rehabilitated Deng at a 
speech to the Eleventh Parry Congress in 1977. 

A ten-year plan was unveiled in 1 978 to 
develop seven sectors - iron and steel, nonfer
rous metals, oil and gas, coal, electricity, rail
roads, water transport - at a time when 
private enterprises didn't really exist. The 
following year, it was pointed out to me that 
workers in Red Star Commune Number Five 
in Jinan, the capital of Shandong Province, 
had private plots and raised chickens and pigs 
for sale at local markets. There were other 
legal exceptions, but privately owned enter
prises were still rare. The ten-year plan would 
undergo revisions and retrenchment, but by 
the eighties, the parry had ceded much 
control of the economy to the market. And 
by 2005, with the privatization of so many 
state assets, privately held firms comprise 60 
percent of the total economy. Although the 
United States still doesn't recognize China as a 
market economy, many other countries do. 

In the new market system, the Chinese 
Communist Parry has given much care to the 
needs of capital and little to the lives of citi
zens that are lost in excessive work hours, 
some actually working themselves to death, 
and a newfound and sometimes ruinous quest 
for consumption. Although China has 
become the second largest economy in the 
world in terms of purchasing power parity, 
which I discuss in detail below, an estimated 
190 million people drink "harmfully contami
nated" water every day and someone there 
commits suicide every two minutes. 

Pursuit of Harmony? The current leaders, 
President Hu Jintao - also general secretary of 
the Chinese Communist Parry - and Premiere 
Wen Jiabao, advocate the development of a 
"harmonious society," but the contradiction 
between their plans and everyday life is 
painfully sharp in a society where 5 percent 
have 50 percent of bank holdings. The masses 
believe their eyes not their ears - they are the 
ones who have created the new China, often 
paying for it with their lives: over 6,000 
miners died on the job in 2004, for example, 
and China has the highest total work-related 
fatalities of any region in the world. 

The ceaseless and hazardous pursuit of 
prosperity ultimately serves capital and its 
accumulation - by the state itself, seen in its 
public intervention in the Hong Kong stock 
market against speculators during the city's 
handover to the mainland in 1 997, and by a 
class of individuals that includes many 
members of the military and parry officials. 
Hence the phrase "red capital," used by the 
radical Hong Kong legislator Leung Kwok 
Hung, known as Long Hair.5 
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THE LEGACY QUESTION 
Who is responsible for the rapid creation of 
powerful red capitalists? The Chinese people 
may half-remember Deng's support for the 
Beijing Spring in 1 977-78 and attempt to 
forget his crushing ofTiananmen Square 
protesters in 1 989, but they fully associate 
him with the market reforms and prosperity 
that have transformed China into a society of 
haves and have-nots. 

According to Tsinghua University professor 
Wang Hui, the system put in place by Deng 
is "market extremism" with the parry working 
for a particular form of capitalist acquisition 
that has alarming consequences. I'm thinking, 
for example, of deadly anti-pollution riots in 
April 2005 against chemical plants in Huaxi 
and Zeguo, and another in August against a 
battery company in Zhejiang province for its 
toxic lead discharges that killed several chil
dren and irreparably damaged countless 
others. As a rural leader in Xiachaoshui put it 
after the destruction of several mines and 
factories along the Qingshui River, "If the 
central government cannot solve the problem, 
we will wait for a little while, and if they still 
have not solved the problem, we will destroy 
more of the factories."  

Mao is held responsible for the insanity of 
the Cultural Revolution ( 1966- 1969) and 
calamitous famine that resulted from the 
Great Leap Forward ( 1958-1 960). Likewise 
Deng should be known for the pollution, class 

"Seductive 
commodification is 
turning mainland 
China into a factory 
superstore " 

conflicts and unfortunate aspects of commodi
fication, not just the prosperity, resulting from 
his modernization program. Parry members 
are still required to study Mao Zedong 
thought and Deng Xiaoping thought, 
although I was assured by a parry official that 
the former is out of favor with most business
minded comrades. Interestingly Buddhism has 
seeped into parry ranks, and this tendency is 
found even among those who still revere Mao. 

At times of rapid modernization, one 
understands how people would want to revive 
ancient traditions in an attempt to regain a 
sense of lost stability. The social morality of 
Confucius has traditionally been an unspoken 
and pervasive a presence in China, but today 
this gives way to online sex discussions, 
massage parlors and recent orgy scandals: 
notably one this spring involving Japanese 
men who came to China around the time of 
the anniversary of the 1 93 1  occupation of 
Manchuria in what was interpreted as a cele-

bration of Japan's conquest with Chinese 
prostitutes and another parry-style orgy this 
summer at the Great Wall involving locals 
and Westerners. 

THE HEDONIST RESPONSE 
Of the three major Chinese philosophical 
traditions - Buddhism, Confucianism and 
Taoism - the latter seems most neglected. It 
has its religious adherents, but few in China I 
met appreciated its more philosophical 
insights, such as its study of gestures. A small 
book modestly entitled Lessons of Chuang 
Tzu by the French Sinologue Jean Billeter 
accompanied me to Chibi, formerly Puqi, a 
prosperous town located in south central 
province of Hubei. My Chinese friends 
laughed as I awkwardly knelt as if to pray in a 
Taoist temple. I didn't pray because I'm not 
religious. But as the author of a pamphlet on 
dialectical hedonism, I do think of what 
happened during the 1 979-2005 timeframe in 
terms of the energy or chi that had been culti
vated by the immobility of workers being 
released in a rest-movement dialectic that 
should eventually revert back to rest. 

Pain and pleasure exist in rest and move
ment, and as basic categories of existence they 
tend to pass into each other, with hedonists 
seeking immobility and sensuous pleasures 
over death and work. The Chinese will also 
embrace the pleasures of rest or else expire -
the ultimate form of rest - from work-related 
illnesses, exhaustion, pollution or suicide. 
Moreover, the country's staggering 1 .3 billion 
population figure indicates that Chinese 
people, despite all of their self-sacrifice as 
commodities in the ruthless labor market, 
already seek the pleasures of flesh as much as 
the pains of work. 

The lazy, in the positive sense of the word 
as used by Paul Lafargue in The Right to Be 
Lazy, communal farmers at Red Star 
Commune Number Five in Jinan, resting in 
the shade and roused by my guide and the 
well-dressed people lolling under an overpass 
watching the train go by near the Yellow 
River in the late seventies would soon trans
form into industrious types. Aside from a 
ditch digger taking repeated breaks in Hubei 
Province and a retired old man resting in a 
Macau island park, I simply didn't see lazy 
people in 2005. But I witnessed worker bees 
everywhere. 

This accumulated energy or chi was 
released by a parry dire-ctive that lacked the 
practical warning of a Mao or Chuang Tze 
against losing oneself in the world of things, 
as humans are inclined. As early as the third 
century B.C. the Chinese had this philoso
pher who inveighed against alienating oneself 
and compromising one's subjectivity in 
things, of letting things treat people as things. 
Perhaps parry officials were blind to the warn
ings from Chuang Tze, the author of the essay 
"Free and Easy Wandering," not to mention 
the critique of fetishism by Karl Marx, 



because bureaucrats tend to think in abstract 
terms - blind to the supreme misfortunes of 
those who experience labor, unemployment 
and consumer deprivation in more concrete 
ways. Deng wanted socialism to become rich 
by making commodities for the world. But he 
and his successors, because of obvious contra
dictions, could not prevent a massive loss of 
autonomy to market forces on many levels, 
particularly the further transformation of 
human subjects into factors of production 
and consumer statistics. 

Until this negation of immobility, namely 
the overproduction frenzy by the Chinese 
since 1 979 and more recent rise in consump
tion, is overcome with some form of unrest, 
or better, rest (preferably a pleasurable rest 
and not the deepest rest of death, which is 
more likely) , red capital will create more value 
for masters and destroy more lives of slaves. 
The empire of red capital gives every indica
tion it will smother the earth with commodi
ties and pollution on a scale that could easily 
surpass all other empires. Addicted consumers 
worldwide happily succumb to the mighty 
dragon, devouring its commodities without 
the slightest pang of conscience, the way 
nineteenth century opium addicts in Hong 
Kong consumed their drug to the delight of 
their imperial master. Back then only a quar
ter of Chinese males were addicted to what 
the Brits insisted was a "harmless luxury." 
Now virtually everyone feeds an addiction to 
cheap Chinese goods. 

I. GROWTH QUADRUPLES; RED CAPITAL 
RISES; WORKERS SUFFER & DIE. 

GROWTH QUADRUP:y!_j 
Although Nixon visited Beijing in 1 972, it 
wasn't until 1 979 that China and the United 
States established diplomatic relations and 
foreign investors began training their ears to 
withstand the shrieking, as one put it, of 
Beijing opera singers. Figures in China are 
often slippery, but according to the CIA's 
2005 World Fact Book, China's GDP quadru
pled during the 1 979-2004 timeframe, and it 
has been running at nearly 1 0  percent for the 

past two decades, with this growth largely 
driven by export sectors. Total GDP hit $ 1  
trillion i n  2000 and reached $ 1 .6 trillion in 
2004, according to the World Bank. Although 
China is seventh and the United States is 
currently the largest economy at $ 1 1 .6 tril
lion, according to experts, China is expected 
to be dominant by 2030. The CIA's purchas
ing power parity estimate, which uses a basket 
of goods to account for currency discrepan
cies, already ranks China as the second largest 
economy at $7.6 trillion compared with 
$ 1 1 .7 for the United States. 

Deng had famously argued for pragmatism 
with the following axiom: "Whether a cat is 
black or white makes no difference. As long as 
it catches mice, it is a good cat." He let the 
cat out of the bag and China has grown into a 
huge capitalist tomcat with membership in 
the World Trade Organization and what trade 
diplomats in Geneva understatedly call 
"economic realities" - referring to China's 
estimated $ 1 00 billion trade surplus with the 
rest of world. No one would like to put that 
cat back in the bag more than textile workers 
in other countries. 

With the WTO program of lifting tariffs in 
2005, the sharp rise in exports has been lead 
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by textiles - t-shirts, brassieres, pocket lining, 
etc. In less than six months in 2005, Europe, 
for example, imported 1 8 1 . 5  million Chinese 
sweaters, and in 2006 it will import 200 
million. Shipments of various textiles have 
exceeded quotas and are clogging European 
ports in what has been labeled the Bra War, 
prompting questions about how much cloth
ing can the world absorb from this strange 
communist-capitalist machine that runs on a 
virtually endless supply of cheap labor -
including millions of children under 16 and 
hundreds of thousands in prison camps. 

With this system in place, officials find 
themselves in the unusual position of seeking 
to slow the economy and even slow the surg
ing export growth that marked an alarming 
five-fold increase in June 2005 over the previ
ous year. But the market forces put in place 
by the party now appear to be beyond party 
control, and even as China's internal market 
grows, it can't absorb this vast industrial over
production. Economists advise that the 
Chinese economy, although admittedly over
heating since 2003, is not growing faster than 
Korea in the sixties and seventies or Japan in 
the eighties. They concede, however, that 
China is so much bigger that the conse-
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quences of this overproduction crisis are 
unfathomable. 

RED CAPITAL RISES 
Power is now shared with entrepreneurs, 
industrialists, and financiers - the red capital
ists who work closely with the military and 
party officials or are themselves present or 
past members of these organizations. The 
goals of red capital are clearly revealed in the 
energy sector, which is also a good indication 
of the red-hot economy - energy demand is 
now 1 50 percent higher than in 1 980, so 
high, in fact, that in 2004 over 10,000 facto
ries rationed power and rearranged produc
tion schemes in favor of graveyard shifts due 
to inadequate electricity. With funding from 
state banks flush with foreign reserves from 
international trade, Chinese energy firms have 
cut deals with Angola, Australia, Azerbaijan, 
Brazil, Canada, Iran, Kazakhstan, Saudi 
Arabia, Sudan, Uzbekistan and Venezuela. 
The July 2005 appreciation of the yuan 
makes oil cheaper for the Chinese, as is the 
case with the companies they bid on in the 
West, notably the energy firms in the United 
States and Canada. 

Unlike the Japanese, who invested in U.S. 
real estate in the eighties, the Chinese cleverly 
buy firms that actually produce things, and 
they dearly have their eyes set on energy deals 
as the naked competition for dwindling 
sources of oil has been unveiled by war in 
Iraq. Bush 43 has made real to Saddam 
Hussein the threat Nixon made to the Saudi 
royals during the 1 973 oil crisis, namely seiz
ing the fields. The Chinese understood the 
national security concerns of U.S. lawmakers 
regarding their bid on the U.S. energy firm 
Unocal and withdrew it in 2005. Meanwhile, 
Beijing joined with Moscow in opposing 
American moves in former Soviet republics in 
the region and other military advances, notably 
increased U.S. troop levels in Japan and calls in 
Washington and Tokyo for the creation of 
Nipponese nukes. To counter possible U.S. 
moves to block China's access to energy 
resources, a "string of pearls" strategy with 
bases stretching to the Middle East is being 
developed, notably in Pakistan with a pipeline 
running to China, and in Indonesia near the 
strategic Strait of Malacca through which 80 
percent of China's oil imports must pass. 

The Chinese may have been thwarted by 
Washington from buying Unocal, but the 
United States can't count them out of all deals 
and may, in the end, have to leave it to the 
red giants to show the world how to accumu
late capital - even if it is a contradiction, to 
say the least, and a potential recipe for class 
war, for a purported people's army or commu
nist party to have devised what an expert says 
is "one of the most unequal economies and 
societies in the world." They use cost-free, 
risk-free loans from state banks and a sacrifi
cial labor force to overcome crises at home 
while cashing in on them abroad - for exam-
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pie with bold acquisition of bankrupt firms 
overseas that give the Chinese a say in how 
things are run, or the likely exportation of 
inflation through the appreciation of their 
currency, at the puzzling suggestion of sages 
in America. 

The Chinese, above all, want to continue 
selling their commodities to western markets 
and may be inclined to make concessions to 
their counterparts in Washington, except on 
issues such as Taiwan and energy access. It 
will be interesting to see if the West allows so
called communists, who are in fact national
ists, to play the game of capital on an equal 
footing. As a consequence of their trade 
advantage, the able bureaucrats at the Finance 
Ministry, the People's Bank of China and the 
state investment body China International 
Trust and Investment Corp have emerged as a 
major force on world capital flows with 
investment at 45 percent of GDP and sharply 
increased mergers and acquisitions abroad. 
These red capitalists saw to it that the nation 
held a formidable $659 billion in foreign 
reserves in March 2005, according to the U.S. 
Treasury Department's estimate, which is 
second only to Japan and rising by tens of 
billions every month. 

Economists at the IMF observe that China's 
holdings of U.S. Treasury bonds have fallen 
steadily since 2003, and despite its claims to 
the contrary, it appears China may be moving 
away from the dollar holdings, which now 
comprise 62 to 75 percent of its foreign 
currency assets. This unwillingness to 
continue financing U.S. consumption could 
prove bitter medicine for America's credit
driven, debt-ridden society with the threat of 
rising interest rates and recession or worse. A 
full-scale financial crisis, with a festive name 
like Tequila and Tango for the Mexico and 
Argentina crises, may be in the U.S. 
economic outlook. 

WORKERS SUFFER AND DIE 
From 1 949 to 1 979, the Chinese population 
doubled at the behest of the party's directives 
to "make China stronger." This proved all too 
successful, and in 1979, when the population 
was still under a billion, the party instituted 
its controversial one-child policy and actually 
forced abortions on its citizens. In July 2005, 
the Chinese population reached 1 .3 billion, 
according to its government figure. The CIA 
estimate, however, is 1 .5 billion, demonstrat
ing the vast scale, as the difference in esti
mates exceeds the populations of most 
nations. A consequence of this huge popula
tion is that each year 20 million more people 
are selling their labor power as commodities 
in a ruthless labor market, which enables the 
nation to hire people rather than use robots, 
as Japan prefers. 

In the late seventies and early eighties, the 
party began encouraging flexible forms of 
employment, such as self-employment, part
time work and seasonal jobs, in response to 

rising unemployment. The party now openly 
speaks of "inducing workers to change their 
employment opinions in favor of new forms. 
Whereas in 1978 zero Chinese workers were 
self-employed or worked for foreign-funded 
companies, by 2001 the numbers had risen to 
2 1 3 1  and 345, respectively, per 1 0  thousand. 
Although most people, 76 percent, still 
worked for state-owned firms in 200 l ,  over 
the 1 978-2001 timeframe urban collectively 
owned units fell 37 percent as a source of 
employment and private enterprises rose 
1 0,080 percent. 

Researchers find that in the current market 
conditions of labor oversupply, employers 
make working conditions worse to pursue 
higher profits, and "workers may work exces
sively when they are in competition for jobs 
and tend to underbid one another to get a 
job." In addition to evidence of a great deal of 
forced overtime, a Renmin University survey 
finds that the most prevalent reason for the 
extension of work hours is intensified market 
competition. In the three cities they surveyed, 
43.2 percent would prefer not to work over
time, compared with those who wanted it and 
those who were indifferent. Workers with 
lower education had longer hours, with 
construction being one of the hardest jobs in 
terms of hours and hazardous conditions. 

In 2001 the Chinese public learned with 
alarm that a man worked 226 consecutive days 
and 1 7  hours every day, becoming the first 
reported "death caused by tiredness" from 
work. Moreover, China surpasses all other 
regions in work-related accidents, fatal and 
nonfatal work-related diseases, and deaths by 
dangerous substances from work. Work-related 
fatalities in China are over 450 thousand per 
year. Like workers everywhere, the Chinese die 
of violence at the workplace, and of work
related conditions such as cancer and suicide, 
not to mention a host of respiratory, circula
tory and communicable diseases that come 
unwanted with the employee benefits package. 

But the problem is worse in China. In 
200 1 ,  for example, 1 02,606 workers died 
from contact with dangerous substances on 
the job. Although market reforms have lifted 
many millions of Chinese out of absolute 
poverty, i.e. living on less that a dollar a day, 
the work safety figures show this meager 
salary is stained with blood and often so 
tainted with toxins that it's better left 
untouched. 

Those who would organize or protest in 
favor of labor rights and many others, includ
ing "hooligans and lazy people," are abducted 
and without trial sent away for "re-education 
through labor." Prisoners - the world doesn't 
really know how many - rise at five in the 
morning and work in brainwashing camps 
until midnight. "We carried stones to a river 
wharf all day then made artificial flowers at 
night, seven days a week," said one former 
inmate. It is difficult to imagine more a hope
less scenario than being forced to chant pro-



work slogans while toiling deep underground 
in a dirty prison mine. 

II. RIPS IN THJ! SOCIAL FABllIC 
People fought for freedom and democracy in 
China by massing at Tiananmen Square and 
by continuously pushing the envelope on 
censorship and honest expression. The 
state-run news agency has a special version of 
the news for trusted members of the party 
and militaty, presumably reflecting reality 
more accurately in terms of presentation, 
scope and detail. Corporate-owned media and 
brave journalists are, however, rivaling the 
party's control on information, often 
jeopardizing their own personal freedom. 
China has more journalists in jail under 
dubious circumstances than any other 
country. Although the party would rather 
censor it, the party simply can't stop 
information from so-called netizens despite a 
new Internet law on the "correct guidance of 
public opinion." Independently published 
books are also communicating information 
about food poisoning or SARS or other vital 
matters, such as the plight of the peasantry. 

The economic reforms that began with the 
Four Modernizations have spurred a massive 
internal migration from rural areas to fast
growing coastal cities. Husbands and wives, 
sometimes both, leave the land in search of 
work in urban areas. Divorce rates have 
skyrocketed because of work-related separa
tions, and child abuse is a widespread prob
lem. Suicide rates are by government admis
sion alarmingly high - the highest in the 
world. These are unintended consequences, 
along with pollution and class conflict, of the 
new system's promotion of overproduction, 
competition and self-sacrifice. 

Many who migrate to urban areas comprise 
the floating population, estimated to number 
140 million or more. Illegal because unregis
tered, these migrants to urban areas come 
from nearby farms or from distant provinces 
to escape the economically depressed country
side. In the train station at Wuhan, the capital 
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of Hubei province, I saw people who might 
be floaters. Peasants dressed in their best or 
only clothes calmly sat row upon row in the 
station's cavernous waiting room, illuminated 
by golden sunlight streaming through the 
windowpanes. 

When I visited Jinan in 1 979, I told a wait
ress that I wanted to kiss her. She pretended 
not to understand me. Now when I tell the 
salesgirl buttoning my silk jacket that she 
should move away, she doesn't budge - her 
hand feels my heart pound. Despite my best 
efforts to embody the social morality of a 
Confucian on my voyage, I did enjoy looking 
at the women in the massage parlors. Sex 
workers are regrettably so plentiful that a 
young woman I met in Yangshuo, who could 
well be part of the floating population, was 
called a prostitute by a rival guide. She has it 
better than most, learning English at a private 
school that employs the many foreigners who 
come here to ride bamboo rafts and climb 
rocks. She works as a guide in a beautiful 
place, although that certainly is grueling, 
underpaid work with long hours and it 

requires traveling great distances every day. 
More often than. not, the floating popula

tion, such as those in the train station in 
Wuhan, move south on long trains, chasing 
the promise of higher income. They wind up 
suffering in urban slums, sending money 
home. They live miserable lives in the 
margins, without the food and housing subsi
dies reserved for urban residents, working in 
restaurants, clothing stores and factories, and 
as unskilled labor on construction sites. Many 
floaters suffer chronic illnesses due to harsh 
working conditions and poor nutrition. Locals 
tolerate them because of the need for workers, 
but they are often regarded as criminals. 

Rural unemployment is a serious problem, 
but at the tea plantation near the ancient 
town of Chaoliqiao one of the owners said it 
is difficult to find people to pick the leaves 
because everyone has left for the city. To his 
credit, Hu has exempted, beginning in 2005, 
China's 800 million farmers from a thousand
year-old agricultural tax. This is a truly signif
icant source of relief as most peasants must 
still pay their 30-year land use contracts, 
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which are controlled by party members who 
have a penchant for requisitioning land. 

When developers want rural land, they 
often bribe party officials who in turn give 
tax cuts for selling land to themselves. But it 
seems here too the party has reacted to the 
loss of arable land with regulations forbidding 
development except under dire circumstances, 
such as the Beijing Olympics in 2008; and 
villagers seem to have embraced the chance to 
press for their rights in so-called meetings on 
stools, which are an outgrowth of the 
government's rural democracy campaign. 
Developers, however, use mercenaries to 
enforce these requisitions; a recent video report 
showed an entirely black-dad troop descend 
upon Shengyou in Hebei Province, killing six 
and beating the rest into submission. 

This system of corrupt, market-oriented 
reform has been particularly hard on rural 
Chinese women, hence the creation of 
government-sponsored women's programs and 
a "harmonious family" campaign. Chinese 
women commit suicide at three times the rate 
of men. Abandoned by their husbands who 
work in the costal cities, many women farm if 
they still have land and care for children alone. 

Many young women have nothing, not 
even China's beautiful nature to fall back on, 
and they eat readily available pesticides to kill 
themselves. What will they do when asked, 
because of desertification and erosion over the 
next decade, to buy imported grains they can't 
hope to afford? In many cases, the collective 
farms have been privatized. According to 
The Economist, a staggering 40 million 

peasants have lost their land through requisi
tions over the last decade, creating a massive 
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influx to urban areas. 
Cities reveal even more bluntly the way 

people are treated like things in China - the 
dismal life of workers in polluted cities such 
as the guy with sharp eyes in Shenzhen look
ing at my bag filled with camera gear and 
sizing me up through the crowd on the side
walk with an eye for a desperate move. Blue 
collar workers in cities have such serious job 
safety concerns that they put their lives on the 
line every day. The white collars incessantly 
work and study in communal apartments and 
have "too many things to handle in too short 
a time," according to a recent study. 

Hu talks about "lasting stability and unity" 
and the capacity to deal with serious prob
lems, but he also sets up special riot squads in 
cities across the country. He may be too insu
lated, even from the sandstorms that whirl 
around his Beijing palaces, to deal with prob
lems as big as the increase in household waste 
from the millions of people flocking to cities. 
These people find themselves cut off from 
their families, suffering deep loneliness, and 
they work themselves to death, sometimes at 
jobs where the pay actually decreases as hours 
increase. They don't feel there's much to lose 
in risking everything when the factory riots 
start or when throwing themselves out of 
university windows. 

Competition over exam scores and career 
opportunities are the main reasons more 
young urban people than ever commit 
suicide. Many attempt this impulsively, less 
than five minutes after the idea comes to 
them, which indicates they don't suffer 
depression, rather kill themselves because of 
bleak material conditions and prospects. 

Suicide is the fifth most common cause of 
death in China, behind lung cancer, traffic 
accidents and heart disease, but suicide is the 
number one cause of death for people 1 5  to 
35.  A quarter of all suicides in the world are 
committed in China and researchers believe 
the figure of 250,000 suicides per year is a 
gross underestimate because many deaths are 
not investigated. 

Few tears are shed for party officials who 
commit suicide when their corruption has 
been exposed, such as their kickbacks for 
allowing pollution and skimming of funds 
that financed their now-forbidden gambling 
junkets to Macau - corruption is a capital 
crime anyway (traditionally executions are 
carried out with a bullet to the head but now 
the courts are shifting to mobile execution 
vans for lethal injections). 

Hu calls for building a harmonious society 
while cracking down on symptoms of class 
conflict erupting across the country on a daily 
basis - a cart scratching an expensive car that 
leads to a full-scale riot, for example, or the 
astounding number of organized protests 
nationwide. Sharp class divisions and 
ecological disaster were not factored into 
Deng's equation of domestic savings, foreign 
investment and cheap labor that would theo
retically enable the country to grow out of 
any problem. Market capitalism has blos
somed within state capitalism giving the 
country many small flowers, the examples of 
success, atop rail weeds representing the 
majority that somehow survives the acid rain 
and scavengers to keep the blossoms aloft. 

The new system has heightened to an 
extreme degree and in a short rime the oppo-



sitions of work and consumption, forces that 
seem independent in origin but interact at the 
level of the commodity - selling oneself as a 
commodity on the labor market to consume 
other commodities in the shopping market. 
In both the abstract and concrete senses, of 
statistics on hours worked per day and alien
ation measured in suicides, Chinese labor has 
sacrificed itself to red capital. The current 
leaders have used labor markets (always in 
competition with a vast prison labor system) 
and commodities (many of which are useful 
to the masses while many others are more of 
symbolic or exchange value) as levers in the 
maintenance of the party's monopoly on 
administrative power. Indeed, the new clothes 
of President Hu in the illustration on the 
cover of Time feature a Mao jacket with the 
designer initials of Louis Vuitton. 

Everyday life is hard for most Chinese who 
sacrifice themselves at work to fulfill their 
traditional social obligations and also the 
newfound sensations of self-indulgence they 
feel as consumers. These reasons are usually 
enough to lure most of them back into the 
cage of work for another day instead of riot
ing or throwing themselves out windows. 
China, however, does exhibit these clear signs 
of the social fabric unraveling. 

Change has been so great over the last 
twenty-six years that China is now exerting 
immense, perhaps determinate, influence on 
the world. All the more reason to note with 
alarm how aggressively the natural capital of 
China was appropriated and exploited, and 
how in many ways - environmentally and 
socially - everyone is worse off than they were 
in 1 979. The Chinese people may find free
dom and rest somewhere, but it will only be 
after the tainted ecology created by the people 
who kill and commit other crimes against 
nature undergoes still more change. 

Revolutions tend to take place during peri-

ods of economic growth and rising expecta
tions, and the Chinese have a history of revo
lution and military strategy to draw on. The 
anti-pollution rioters in the countryside and 
unemployed floaters in the city know the 
commodity economy is a parasite that threat
ens to kill the host on which it lives. Sensual 
exchange between autonomous human 
subjects and the deep rest one enjoys after sex 
and sabotage are the best treatments for the 
new China syndrome that depends on alien
ated labor and results in death. 

CODA: CHIBI. WUHAN, YANGSHUO 
Chibi. My recent trip took me to the end of a 
long road cutting through the green rape 

"Those who would 
. . 

organise or protest 1n 
favor of labor rights 
are abducted" 

fields in bloom with yellow flowers, to the 
place on the Yangtze River where the Battle of 
Chibi or Red Cliff took place in A.O. 208. 
Characters bearing the name were contempo
raneously carved in rock, marking this spot of 
a battle known to all Chinese that has strate
gic lessons for the refusal of work movement. 
In the event, the northern warlord faced two 
southern warlords at this bluff, and the latter 
deployed a masterful series of interlocking 
stratagems that set the enemy on its heels. 
The smaller southern forces infiltrated the 
northern camp with a spy by first whipping 
him so that he would appear to be a genuine 
defector. He convinced the northern warlord 
to string his ships together for stability. But 
this made them vulnerable to fireboats soaked 

in fish oil and flaming arrows. With cunning 
and a favorable shift in the wind, the south
ern forces set fire to their ships then slipped 
away in smaller boats as arrows hurled fire 
onto the enemy's giant tie up of ships. The 
northern forces had been on campaign for a 
long time and weren't skilled in the nautical 
realm - they fled or were driven from this 
place where the cliffs turned red from burning 
ships. As the famous saying about this battle 
goes, "The few defeat the many and the weak 
defeat the strong." 

Wuhan. At the Yellow Crane Pavilion in 
Wuhan, first built in 223 AD and recon
structed many times, most recently in 1 9 8 1 ,  I 
encountered a tactic that would be good for 
the Chinese and rang the giant good luck bell 
with a tree suspended by ropes in hope that it 
is carried out nationwide, even worldwide. 
But first I climbed the rosewood steps spiral
ing up the tower that sits atop Mt. Snake, 
where, as the story goes, the owner of a wine 
shop would give free wine to an artist who 
drew a yellow crane. When he left, the crane 
would come to life.and dance for the 
customers, which was good for business. 

With its overlapping ridges and interlock
ing flying eaves, this was a gathering place for 
poets, such as Li Po, who writes of coming 
here as a wanderer thinking of home, remem
bering his far away Ch'ang-an. "And then," he 
says, without much explanation, "from deep 
in Yellow Crane Pavilion," meaning the 
polished wood rooms with crimson pillars, 
tapestries on the walls and texture on the 
windows, "I heard a beautiful bamboo flute 
play 'Falling Plum Blossoms."' Then and now, 
"It was late spring in a city by the river." On 
the balcony, I see the Yangtze stretch out 
before me in a long bend that's bisected by a 
low bridge, and from the heights of this five
story pavilion on the hill, I can almost see the 
sun through the hazy smog. Perhaps Li Po, or 
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CRITICAL 
FRAGMENTS 

Growing Silence in the Countryside. 
8 million skylarks in 1 970. 2 million in 2000. Because of intensive 
farming methods. 
BBC2 Newsnight August 2000. 

Industrial deaths in China could be more than one million a year. 
Europe 1 Radio Station, November 2005. 

"As he slept, how many hours of the night I have lain sleepless besides 
his dear body, crying co imagine why he was so anxious to escape from 
reality. No one man before ever had such a wish. I realized, -without 
being afraid for him, - chat he could represent a serious threat co society. 
Perhaps he has secrets chat would change life? Bue no, he merely looks 
for chem." 
An extract from A Season in Hell by Rimbaud. 

'Beirut - the Paris of the Middle East.' 
The Paris of Louis Napoleon maybe: the recent outbreak of war has 
highlighted the fact that up co 90,000 Sri Lankan women are employed 
by the Lebanese middle class, stranded and unwanted. 
The Guardian, July 24 2006 



Li Bai, as the Chinese call him, had ulterior 
motives for his deferral of writing more about 
the pavilion - did he make a tactical deferral 
to another's poem because, as can be inferred 
from his poems, he was lazy and there was 
wine to drink and women to meet? 

AB I'm leaving the pavilion grounds, I see 
Mao's youthful calligraphy, which reflects his 
energy and ambition, reproduced on the walls 
and a store that sells relics of the Cultural 
Revolution: the pins, posters and books from 
the sixties, such as those containing Mao's 
military thoughts. I wonder if it occurred to 
him, as it surely has some of the overworked 
people afrer a long day smashing factories and 
destroying mines, to defer to the work that 
has already been done, all the alienated indus
trial production that is killing the planet, 
before doing more of it. 

This is admittedly a weak, subjective 
response to forces that are objectively quite 
powerful. But with conditions being as 
dangerous as they are for labor organizers in 
the new China, one can do little but try to 
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avoid excessive work and pollution, and find 
consolations where one can. In all of China 
there must be at least a few weak, lazy poets 
with cunning tactics to somehow defeat, at 
least on the personal level or temporary basis, 
red capital and its many strong supporters. 

Yangshuo. At the end of the Li River cruise, 
the ship docks and I walk through the arcade 
of vendors into the dusty town. It's an ideal 
place nestled on a small plain, surrounded by 
mountains. People have lived here for millen
nia, but it feels more like a boomtown with 
many small shops and streets full of bikes, 
motorcycles, cars, trucks and buses. Kids 
dressed in bright yellow shirts and matching 
hats pour out of school into the street. Afrer a 
few moments, as hundreds of them move into 
the crossroads around us and beyond, I'm 
reminded of the yellow flowers in the fields 
that grow so quickly and abundantly. 

This is part of an extensive article accompa
nied with detailed referencing. It can be 
found at: http://lenbracken.com/epoch.html 
Len Bracken is an investigative journalist, 
novelist and film-maker. We heartily recom
mend his Aphorisms Against Work and a new 
translation he has made of Paul Lafargue's 
classic The Right to Be Lazy. 

NOTES: 

1 CIA's 2005 World Fact Book describes unemploy
ment as " 9.8% in urban areas; substantial unem
ployment and underemployment in rural areas; an 
official Chinese journal estimated overall unem
ployment (including rural areas) for 2003 at 20% 
(2004 est.)." 
2 South China Mall in Donguang is the world's 
largest shopping mall, and by 2010, seven of the 

world's ten largest malls will be in China. 
3 Because of darns and pollution, migratory ducks 
compete with farm animals for resources; as they 
come into contact, the H5N 1 virus spreads to 
animals who have spread it to humans. Authorities 
responded with the mass slaughter of birds, the so
called cull, in 2004.--
4 Xinhua, "Income gap in China critical by 2010, 
experts warn," August 22, 2005. A team of income 
research specialists devised a color-coded warning 
system to predict trends. It is now yellow but may 
reach the red rone, which indicates the "disparity is 
totally unacceptable" and threatens social stability. 
5 I interviewed the Marxist legislator Leung Kwok
hung, known as Long Hair, in his highly secure 
government office festooned with agit-prop 
banners, such as the white one in red characters, 
"Your heart and life are calm because you have no 
regrets . . .  your spirit will be strong even though you 
face great difficulty." With his hair and Che t-shirt, 
his hand-rolled cigarettes in the no smoking build
ing, and most of all with his large following in the 
poor districts of Kowloon, he's a fly on the lens of 
the political machine operated from Beijing. His 
latest action, seeking recognition for the passing of 
Zhao Ziyang - the high-ranking official who had 
fallen from favor for sympathizing with the 
students in the 1989 Tiananmen protests - escalated 
to a dramatic protest by the Democratic Bloc that 
shut down the assembly for the first time in its 
history. According to Long Hair, the role of a revo
lutionary could be insurrectionary or legislative, 
and he's pushing for Beijing to allow a referendum 
on the chief executive position for this administra
tive area, giving the citizens final say on the person 
who emerges from the vote by the 800-member 
Legco. In a recent shifr, Hong Kong shipping 
magnate Tung Chee-hwa turned over the CE post 
to Sir Donald Tsang, a "yes man" with a penchant 
for film analogies who once famously compared 
Hong Kong's fiscal situation to Sharon Stone in 
Basic Instinct for not having anything to hide. 

CRITICAL 
FRAGMENTS 

Cops defend robbers shocker 
There is nothing glamorous or defensible in organized crime - and the 
film industry constantly venerates 'gangsters' in all their guises. It goes 
to highlight how the boredom of everyday life finds an ouclet. All types 
of people (but especially teenagers and men) love these films because 
the anti-heroes often represent the one acceptable face of the rebel: in 
rejecting the misery of everyday life and all the petty hierarchies that go 
with it, the organized gangster is at the same is an extreme conservative 
who pathetically scrambles after all chose glittering commodities his 
stolen money can give him access to. This isn't the kind of 
'contradiction' chat Marx spoke of, which could give rise to a dynamic 
that goes on to create the possibility of new social forms: instead crime 
is an antagonistic social form that helps keeps chis rotten society 
creaking along. And so we find another movie script has just come to 
life on the streets of London: a gang of fifty teenagers have been 
exploiting the lucrative pickings to be found in the West End by using 
motor-scooters in 'smash and grab' raids, so far making off with 
millions of pounds worth of valuables. One off-duty cop was caught 
on CCTV late one night running at a couple of the so-called 'Fagin's 
Kitchen crew' with a barstool. It appears chat these kids have become 
public enemy no. I among The Ciry of London police. In an attempt to 
defend the multi-million pound shops chat stand guard over the highly 
valued prizes of the commodity system the cops themselves have started 
to use scooters to catch the kids. While being chased by some plods one 
night, 2 1  year old Misha Neering - allegedly a member of the gang -
lost control of his bike and was killed. A cop said that 'they know what 
they are stealing. They go for watches worth £400,000.' Pardon? Did 

http://lenbracken.com/epoch.html
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you just say 'watches worth four hundred thousand pounds? Yes, 
chat wasn't a misprint. £400,000 for a watch. Anyone willing and 
able to pay £400,000 for a watch should be locked up themselves -
or at least sectioned under the mental healrh act. h surely is a film 
pitch worthy of a Luis Buftuel and Salvador Dali - 'cops attack kids 
with bar stool in defence of stockbroker millionaires' right to spend 
stolen money on jewelled wrist belt with ticking mechanism. '  
Mental. The mannequin's who represent the system's 'success' -
footballers, pop stars, the rest of the tabloid fodder - love che bling 
bling. Lenin didn't gee much right, but his idea to make public 
toilets out of gold bricks wasn't bad. 

Reality of the greasy pole 
Britons work the longest hours in Europe, and it shows no sign of 
slowing. On average many are now working a 43.6 hour week - our 
counterparts in Europe do 40.3 hours. 26% work in excess of 48 
hours a week, up from 1 0% in the lace 90s. Overtime and extended 
work schedules are associated with an increased risk of 
hypertension, cardiovascular disease, fatigue, stress, depression, 
musculoskeleral disorders, chronic infections, diabetes, brain 
aneurisms, strokes and heart attacks. 
Source: Willing Slaves: How the Overwork Culture is Ruining Our 
Lives, by Madeleine Bunting 

The book of doh 
Will Selfs ramblings about the London bomb attacks in 2005 need 
a few words ro rectify some ill-digested views. First, to assert chat 

the terrorises were engaged in a murderous act of psychogeography' 
is utter nonsense. Situacionists wanted to explore the town in a 
poetic manner in order to bring about some change. The goons 
who blew themselves up were fanatics with the aim of bringing 
chaos to the city and to destroy Western civilization in a most 
barbaric way. They also wane to establish a caliphate all over the 
world. Clearly not a revolutionary libertarian programme. 
This Mr Self fails to distinguish. He ought maybe to scribble about 
lesser subjects, like pop scars, the political parties or the Groucho 
club celebrities - much more simple to write about. 

Poetry by a few 
In September 2005, poetry olympics were held at London's Albert 
Hole. James Naughrie (Oh no! Noc him again) was in attendance as 
MC. In the old days Alex Trocchi was the MC. He lived the poetic 
front-line life for real. Mr Naughtie, on the contrary, leads a very 
ordinary, comfortable everyday life behind a BBC radio 
microphone and is at ease when meeting those in power. Michael 
' New Departures' Horovitz was the organizer of these linguistic 
Olympics. Remakes are not always co be recommended. First, they 
cannot live up to the first round, second, most of the crew of the 
first time are no longer wich us. Hence it becomes a remembrance 
ceremony. A boring business. Adrian Mitchell read his anci
Vietnarn war poem but replaced 'Vietnam' with 'Iraq.' How 
inventive. We prefer Lautreamont, who said: poetry must be done 
by all, not by one alone. And not only on paper. 





The recent acts of terror by the Israeli state are unforgivable. 
As is proved time and again, all states, in the final analysis, rely 
upon barbarism to survive. But it saddens us to observe that 
some socialists are happy to contemplate the idea of Israel being 
wiped off the map in some kind of perverse 'cleansing' 
(or gottadamaruniJ of that region's troubles. Others compare 
Israel to apartheid era South Africa. In reality, things are not so 
simple. For Palestinians left to rot in the refugee camps, anything 
short of a ceasefire and a brokering of peace will be a disaster, but 
some - cheerleading safely outside the zone of conflict itself -
see only violence as a solution. A speaker at a recent anti-war rally 
in London spoke of how 'Israel had better watch out. Hizbullah 
and Hamas are coming.' Shamefully, others in the crowd cheered 
him on. 
Maybe Mahmoud Abbas is made of a different mettle - who 
could but welcome his dialogue with the Israelis? Others see hope 
in the establishment of a free trade port along the Gaza Strip, 
controlled by the Palestinians and acting as a kind of warehouse 
or distribution centre for the whole region. Unfortunately, many 
ruling elites in the Middle East wouldn't welcome such a change 
to the status quo - a region where the divide between the rich and 
poor is immense. In short however, any hope of peace breaking 

out will depend upon Abbas reining in Hamas, which the Israeli 
state makes a difficult prospect all the time the brutality of it's 
army continues unchecked - an army that knows it can never 
afford to lose a single war. It is a complicated business when 
critics of the Israeli state can enjoy a Western lifestyle with all the 
secular freedoms that implies if they ever find themselves in 
Israel, but for left-wing radicals anywhere else in the Middle East, 
a very quietist attitude to gay rights and women's liberation is 
necessary for survival. Palestinians have suffered terrible and cruel 
injustices at least as far back as the massacre at Dier Yassin in 
1 948, when the mantra 'troops out now' became a terrifying 
reality, as villagers were massacred at the hands of the fledgling 
Israeli state. The withdrawal of British troops left them 
completely defenceless. Years before, Jewish people seeking refuge 
in Palestine from Russian pogroms suffered appalling violence 
upon their arrival, and the spiral continued. Today not one 
person in that region is unaffected by the bloodshed as the 
impact of Israeli bullets in the occupied territories and the 
revenge of suicide bombers within Israel itself testifies. It is 
necessary more than ever that everyone moves beyond their hard
line ideology in order to seek reconciliation. 

The poem Child of Peru is by Erich Fried (b. 1921)  



WH E N  LOVI NG 
IS A CRIME 

ON THE MORNING OF JULY THE l 9TH 2005 

TWO TEENAGERS WERE HANGED IN PUBLIC IN 
MASHHAD (WHICH MEANS 'PLACE OF 
MARTYRDOM') IN IRAN. THEY DIED IN 
AGONY BY SLOW STRANGULATION AS WAS 
INTENDED. THEIR NAMES WERE MAHMOUD 
'AsGARI AND AYAZ MARHOONI IN PERSIAN 
STYLE - MUHAMMAD 'AsKARI AND 'IYAAD 
MARHUUNI IN ARABIC STYLE . THEY WERE 
BOTH IRANIAN ARABS ,  WHOSE FAMILIES 
WERE ORIGINALLY FROM THE SOUTH WEST. 

Fourteen months earlier a woman looked out 
of her window on her local estate in Mashhad. 
She caught sight of five boys fondling and 
performing oral sex. Her husband, a policeman, 
ran out and passers-by joined him to chase the 
boys. Two aged 14 and 1 5  escaped. Three boys 
were arrested - Malimoud aged 1 5, Ayaz aged 
1 7  and a boy aged 1 3. The whole neighbour
hood was in an uproar and many people 
wanted ro hurt the boys. 

Ayaz's half brother then went to the 
authorities. They had been doing such things 
for years he said. Such a complaint by a family 
member would trigger an immediate prosecu
tion and remove discretion from the police. 

The source for all this and other key 
information on the case are local people in 
Mashhad. They have been in contact with 
Afdhere Jama the editor of an international 
queer Muslim magazine. Ayaz and Malimoud 
were gay (hamjensgaraa in Persian) and had 
been a couple for a long time, they say. Three 
of these sources say they were at a gay party in 
Mashhad two years before their execution. 

Shortly before his execution, one of the 
youths mentioned to journalists that he had 
suffered prolonged beating and abuse at the 
time of arrest and in custody. Malimoud's 
lawyer publicly denied any abuse of the 
defendants had taken place. 
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They and a number of other boys were 
sent for a medical examination. The first three 
boys to be arrested had all been anally pene
trated doctors said. The boy of 1 3  would only 
be whipped, but Malimoud and Ayaz were 
above the age of 1 5  so liable for execution. 
Anal sex between males is punished by death 
even for the first offence in Iran. 

They confessed to this and a whole string 
of other charges on the advice of their govern
ment briefed lawyers, who did not believe 

"Some on the Left 
choose to defend this 
clerical fascist regime 
and sling mud at its 
CfltlCS " 

that the boys would be executed because they 
were minors. Torture is often used on those 
who refuse to confess. 

In Iran it is not uncommon for all manner 
of bogus charges to be added to blacken 
someone's character. The boys were accused 
of being thieves and 'professional criminals.' 
Yet Ayaz for one had once spent two or three 
months saving up all his wages for one pair of 
expensive shoes. No 'professional criminal' 
would go to such trouble. 

Following his whipping the 13 year old boy 
gave a statement claiming he had been raped 
by the boys. There are a number of elements 
to this story, which Amnesty International call 
"oddities." The police officer's wife who first 
saw the boys had testified that he was a will
ing participant. 

However, his father is reportedly a senior 

officer in the Revolutionary Guards. It is 
believed the story claiming his son had been 
raped by these boys was put out to save the 
father's reputation and family honour, given 
his social and political position. 

It is not clear if this charge was actually in 
the original trial which would have been held 
in camera. The rape story first appeared in a 
hard line daily called Quds on the morning of 
the execution. 

Malimoud and Ayaz were sentenced to 
death for Sodomy and to 228 lashes for other 
alleged crimes. Five other boys they knew 
were whipped and imprisoned. Three others 
were still wanted by the police at the time of 
the executions. 

Malimoud was 16 (born March 1 989) and 
Ayaz 17 or 1 8  (Iran uses three different calen
dars so Ayaz's precise age is unclear) when 
they were executed. The regime gave out vari
ous sets of different, higher ages to try to 
conceal the fact that they were both minors at 
the time of their crimes. These executions 
were in flagrant violation of international 
agreements the regime has signed regarding 
juvenile offenders. 

Steve Ballinger of Amnesty told me, "to the 
best of our knowledge at the time we could not 
discount the charge of rape, although there 
were some oddities about the story." This 
makes it clear though that they were sceptical 
about the rape allegations. They did not have 
the resources, however, to do a full investiga
tion into the case, as they need such resources 
to campaign against impending executions. 

Total executions in Iran, which are mostly 
unpublicised, are estimated by Abdo! Karim 
Laliiji of the International Federation for 
Human Rights at 300-400 per year. These are 
for a whole variety of crimes - political, sexual 
and otherwise. Since the early 1 990s the 



regime rarely publicise executions for consen
sual gay sex because of the adverse publicity 
and bizarrely because they feel that advertising 
such cases spreads homosexuality. At least 1 1  
people were executed and four more 
sentenced to death for Lavaat (homosexual 
acts) between December 2004 and November 
2005. In four of these cases claims are made 
that couples of males kidnapped and raped a 
younger male. 

As Paula Ettelbrick says there is a suspicious 
pattern to some of these alleged 'kidnap/rape' 
cases. They often involve a strikingly similar 
string of charges. At least two of these cases 
reportedly involved the son of a senior officer 
as an alleged "victim." At least nine youths 
were executed in 2005 for these and other 
crimes committed when under the age of 1 8. 
It is probable that four of them were under 
that age at the time of execution. In the previ
ous year a 1 6  year old girl was publicly 
hanged for fornication and a 1 4  year old boy 
was whipped to death for eating in Ramadan. 
This is all in flagrant breach of international 
agreements the regime have signed concerning 
juvenile offenders 

An increasing number of executions are 
taking place for purely political offences. They 
are threatening to kill more political prisoners 
if sanctions are imposed. Of course in spite 
of all this any threats of military aggression 
against Iran from the West must be opposed. 
It is precisely what the regime want. They 
have been trying to provoke it for months. 
They will use it as an excuse to crush the 
democratic opposition which is an increasing 
threat to them. 

The Left and the anti-war movement 
should give their solidariry to that opposition, 
in particular to the fearless student dissidents 
and trade unionists, not the regime. How can 
it be denied the regime is fascist when Akbar 
Ganji, a well known dissident, was jailed in 
1 997 for a lecture critical of the fascism of 
Hider and Mussolini? He has only recently 
been released from a further six year jail term 
for other political 'crimes.' However some on 
the Left choose to defend this clerical fascist 
regime and sling mud at its critics. It is "anti
imperialist" and must be supported, we're 
told. CND played host to the ambassador of 
Iran at their October 2005 conference. Those 
who dared to protest at this were ejected. 

A few years earlier, in 2002, a member of 
the National Union of Student's executive and 
prominent member of the dogmatic dinosaurs 
of Socialist Action reportedly denounced brave 
student protestors inside Iran as "CIA 
stooges." Such arrogant, pampered brats do 
so from the luxury of their cosy little political 
ghetto in the West. They smear and sneer at 
people of lion- like courage who face dangers 
far beyond their likely experience or feeble 
imagination. Members of the same political 
circles claimed that the campaign against the 
Mashhad executions was 'racist' and 
'Islamophobic.' They claim that gays are never 

executed in Iran for consensual sex. 
In reality there is an unholy alliance 

between such sections of the so called Left 
and the Right on this issue. They sing from 
the same hymn sheet as Radio Free Europe and 
Radio Farda, both supported by Bush, which 
supported the regime's claims about Ayaz and 
Mahmoud and also deny that gays have any 
problems in Iran. Rita Verdonk, the Dutch 
Immigration Minister makes similar claims as 
a pretext for her attempts to ship gay asylum 
seekers back to Iran. In spite of making a lot 
of noise about racism and asylum, such 
'Leftists' objectively collude with such 
attempts by supporting claims that there is 
little repression of homosexuality in Iran. 

British Home Office treatment of Iranian 
asylum seekers in general and Lesbian, Gay, 
Bisexual and Transgender asylum seekers in 
particular is especially bad. Reportedly, 
Britain even has a secret 'memorandum of 
understanding' with the Iranian regime on 
asylum seekers. This means they will give the 
Iranian authorities information about those 
they deport in exchange for an assurance of 
"good treatment" on return. 

One youth of 17 with a previous 
conviction for homosexuality fled Iran in 
2002. He sought protection in the UK. He 
was subjected to a series of vicious sexual 
assaults by staff at a reception centre on 
arrival in this country. Subsequently he 
suffered from nausea, depression and Post 
Traumatic Stress Disorder. The British 
government refuses to acknowledge responsi
bility for this. The Home Office then tried to 
send him back to Iran, but fortunately his 
appeal was heard just after the executions in 
Mashhad. He was allowed to stay, one of a 
tiny number of lesbians, gays, bisexuals and 
people of transgender orientation whose 
claims have succeeded in this country. Most 
are not so lucky and face deportation if they 
don't return 'voluntarily' to whatever fate the 
regime has in store for them. 

Ayaz and Mahmoud are dead and nobody 
can change that fact. However, we can still 
work to save LGBT and other asylum seekers 
from being deported back to Iran. Also we 
can show solidarity with the democratic 
opposition to the killing machine that 
currently runs that country. We must not stay 
silent about the regime's crimes for as Akbar 
Ganji says, "whoever remains silent about 
crime, shares equally in that crime." Outrage! 
organised a demonstration in August 2005 
outside the Iranian Embassy in London 
against these executions. Other demonstra
tions took place globally and as the anniver
sary of the executions of Mahmoud and Ayaz 
approaches, all those disgusted by the actions 
of this neo-fascist regime must make their 
voices heard. 

A fall report fallowing a six month 
investigation will be published soon under the 
title 'Place of Matyrdom' at 
http://www.pglo. netlenglishlindex.htm 
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I HAVE BEEN USING MY LOCAL LIBRARY 

IN NORTH LONDON, HARINGEY 

CENTRAL, FOR OVER TWENTY YEARS . 

In the 1 980s, when the council was desig
nated as "loony left," the ground floor was 
filled with a good supply of books-for-lending 
as well as an up-ro-date reference section; and 
upstairs there was a music section lending out 
vinyl LPs and scores, an exhibition space and 
a section for reference art books. During the 
Thatcher years, when the council budget was 
squeezed, less books were bought, opening 
hours were cut and the library went into 
decline. Finally, with New Labour, came the 
"turnaround." Now, the music and art 
sections, along with fifty new computer 
terminals have been squeezed into the ground 
floor along with the books. The internet 
access is free, but conditional; and there are 
charges for printing. Upstairs, as previously, 
there are exhibitions and there are also classes 
which charge fees. The music (now on CDs) 
is no longer free (fl per item) and there are 
hire charges for videos and DVDs (berween 
£1 and £2.50). Of course this re-arrangement 
of the furniture has meant purging most of 
the books, on the principle of !east-used-first
binned, and the remaining shelves have been 
pushed into the corners. According to the 
New Labour council, attendance has soared 
by 93 per cent; the figures speak for them
selves - the market has spoken. But what 
remains is hardly a library. Nowadays, I am 
now more likely to find something to read for 
fifty pence on the shelves of the nearby char
ity shops. 

What happened is explained in Ruth 
Rikowski's Globalisation, Information and 
Libraries. In 200 1 ,  Audit Commission 
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inspectors reported that Haringey libraries 
were "poor" with "no prospect of improve
ment." As a result the London Borough of 
Haringey formed a Public Private Partnership 
(PPP) with a private company called Instant 
Library Ltd, which took over the Libraries 
Service. The idea - a first in the UK - was 
that the company would make a profit out of 
running the services at a lower cost than the 
contracted price - and they did. Professor 
Frank Webster is quoted as saying that the 
new "market model of informational dissemi
nation" is the Blockbuster video chain: "let 

"The spectre of 
freedom still haunts us" 
customers determine choice of stock, only 
supply the most popular as measured by 
issues, and let borrowers pay on the nail for 
what they want . . .  " 

Rikowski claims that the computerization 
of public libraries by the government-funded 
"People's Nerwork'' is taking place as part of 
the GATS agenda to allow private capital into 
public services. Government utterances 
suggest that "the People's Nerwork must be 
funded, in the future by private corporations 
in a variety of ways. Coupled with this will be 
the need to charge for information. This will 
fall neatly into place with micropayments." 
Information through the Internet provided by 
the People's Nerwork will further squeeze out 
the books, because "The aims are to make 
money, create markets and privatize services." 

The Libraries Service went back to control 
by the Borough of Haringey in 2004, but the 
sense in which it was a "public service" has 
changed completely. Webster says that public 
libraries are supposed to provide information 

and books as a "public good" and he argues 
that "this should not be related to the ability 
to pay." But in the Haringey "experiment" 
some of the services clearly are related to the 
ability to pay. i.e. they have been commodified. 

Considering the impact of developments in 
globalisation such as WTO, GATS and 
TRIPS, Rikowski highlights the fact that 1 8  
countries, including the USA and Japan, have 
now committed their Library Services to the 
GATS, Sector l OC. She gives "real-life exam
ples" of what this involves for libraries in the 
UK, such as income generation from charges, 
including micropayments, and takeovers of 
services by private companies through the 
Private Finance Initiative (PFI). 

Rikowski argues that the transformation of 
public services and intellectual property rights 
into international tradable commodities 
through the GATS and TRIPS is coming 
about because increasingly value is being 
extracted from intellectual labour rather than 
manual labour; value, that is, which is embed
ded in commodities for trading in the inter
national market-place. Rikowski has a wealth 
of information on WTO, GATS and TRIPS 
which will be essential reading for concerned 
educators, librarians and writers, but she also 
subjects all of these issues to an "Open 
Marxist" approach, beginning from the 
notion that if we accept the fact that social 
systems evolve in like manner to natural 
organisms, "we could then seek to be proac
tive (rather than letting evolutionary processes 
take their course) and work towards creating a 
better, social, economic and political system'' 
rather than one "sustained by value and not 
by morals." 

New Labour Trade and Industry Minister, 
Steven Byers (one of a long run of deadbeats 



in a ministry that has seen a million manufac
turing jobs leave the UK since 1 997) 
pronounced in 2000 that "The main source 
of value and competitive advantage in the 
modern economy is human and intellectual 
capital." As Rikowski points out, capitalism 
has gone through various stages of value
extraction, such as the agricultural and indus
trial revolutions and is now in the knowledge 
revolution: "Throughout all these periods, 
capitalism is sustained by value, and this value 
can only ever be created by labour" - whether 
manual or intellectual. In Marx's analysis of 
the dualism of the commodity, it has both a 
physical and a value form. Material wealth 
comes from knowledge, social organization 
and natural conditions; value is constituted 
only by the expenditure of human labour 
time. Glenn Rikowksi argues that value, 
within the "social universe" of capital, "consti
tutes a social force field analogous to grav-
ity . . .  mediated by the movements of capital 
(in its various forms) and the social relations 
between labour and capital." Value, as "the 
matter and anti-matter of Marx's social 
universe" is however only produced by human 
labour. Because workers labour for more time 
than is needed to create the value of their 
labour power, the surplus value they produce 
becomes part of an ever-expanding "dynamic 
totality'' (Postone's expression) of 
"self-valorising value" (Marx's) . 

As Marx argues, labour-power, as the 
source of all value, "exists only as a capacity, 
or power of the living individual . . .  For his 
maintenance he requires a given quantity of 
the means of subsistence . . .  " As Ruth 
Rikowski points out, this maintenance "also 
includes a certain level of education and 
skills" and the length of the working day must 

reach a "compromise" between labour and 
capital so that labour-power can be replen
ished for the valorizing process to continue. 
This has profound implications for education, 
for "if more and more services and intellectual 
property rights become commodified, then 
the capitalist exploitation and alienation of 
labour will be intensified. There will gradually 
be no resting place outside of the market." 

Although Marx had little enthusiasm for 
"blueprints," the fact is that today the time 
for social "experiments" is running out. It is 
no answer to TINA - There Is No Alternative 

"capitalism constitutes 
a social force field 
analogous to gravity'' 

- to ignore the need for one and rely on 
miraculous power with activism alone. 
Rikowski concedes that that "the process of 
trying to find solutions and not being able to 
can leave one depressed." She argues that if 
we are to move beyond capitalism, "it cannot 
be done by a bloody revolution. That has 
been tried before and failed - that, in itself, 
leaves far too much death and misery behind. 
No, the answer is to write, become educated, 
think 'outside the box', be critical, raise 
awareness, raise people's level of conscious
ness, develop theory, create new ideas and 
new ways of thinking - in essence, to try in 
many ways to conceive of a better, kinder and 
a fairer social, economic and political system, 
i.e. to conceive and work towards a socialist 
and ultimately towards a communist society." 

Rikowski also rules out the possibility that capi
talism can be reformed or made to work for the 
majority of the world population, but she main
tains that Marxism "does provide us with some 
lasting hope that real solutions can be found. 
It prevents us from going round in circles." 
This "going round in circles" is indeed a 
serious problem. The illusions of political 
economists and revolutionaries which Marx 
sought to explode are still around. In what 
Postone calls "Traditional Marxism," value
creating labour is seen as that which is to be 
realized in a post-capitalist society, rather 
than abolished as something historically 
specific to capitalism. But the question for 
Marx's critique of political economy was: 
what kind of labour creates value? and how? 
Abstract, value-producing labour is alienated 
labour; but alienated from what? Concretely, 
Marx, writing on the necessity to uproot 
the fetish of value production and base 
all production on human needs, projected 
a society of "freely associated labourers" 
organising society according to a "settled 
plan." For those who still have eyes to see 
it, the "Spectre" of Freedom still haunts us. 

Globalisation, Information and Libraries: the 
Implications of the World Trade Organisation s 
GATS and TRIPS Agreements, by Ruth 
Rikowski. Chandos, (pbk) £39.00 

David Black is author of ' Helen Macfarlane: A 
Feminist, Revolutionary journalist and 
Philosopher in Mid-Nineteenth-Century 
England (Lexington Books 2004) and a 
member of The Marxist-humanist News and 
Letters group in Britain. 
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THIS BOOK WAS WRITTEN FOLLOWING 
THE 9 - 1 1  ATTACKS ON THE WORLD 
TRADE CENTRE BUT JUST BEFORE THE 
OUTBREAK OF THE SECOND GULF WAR. 
THIS REALLY MAKES LITTLE DIFFERENCE 
TO ITS IMPORTANCE AS A HISTORY OF 
WESTERN MEDDLING IN MIDDLE EAST 
AFFAIRS SINCE 1 94 5 .  

The American author explains "how our 
covert wars have created enemies across the 
Middle East and brought terror to America". 
It begins by describing "our Commitment to 
Creating Hell on Earth" and contains a 
wealth of information and research. 
Zepezauer argues that the current wars in Iraq 
and Afghanistan are the inevitable outcome of 
a systematic destabilisation of the newly 
developing progressive democratic regimes in 
the Middle East by Western powers, from the 
post-war period to the present day. 

He divides the countries of Middle and 
Central Asia into three categories: the 
"Enemy States" in Part 1 ,  Iran , Iraq, Syria, 
Sudan, Libya: the ''Allied States": in Part 2, 
Lebanon, Egypt, Palestine, Turkey and Saudi 
Arabia: the "Frontline States" in Part 3 of 
Pakistan, Afghanistan and the Caspian 
Region. He examines US interventions and 
foreign policy country by country, beginning 
with Iran where US motivation has been ro 
"control the spigot of the world's oil supply". 
It is this which governs US policy today, as it 
did back in 1953, when the US was 
responsible for toppling the popular 
democratically elected Iranian regime, under 
the prime minister Mohammed Mossadegh, 
in favour of installing the oppressive and 
corrupt regime of the Shah, making bitter 
enemies of the Iranian people in the process. 
By 1 979 the Shah was overthrown in a 
popular revolution which ironically brought 
the first Islamic fundamentalist regime into 
power that "bedevils us to this day". 

From the 1 9th Century British Imperial 
world domination meant the British govern
ment controlled the Anglo-Iranian Oil 



Company with the Iranians themselves 
owning a paltry 1 6% of shares. By the 1 950s 
countries like Saudi Arabia were beginning to 
demand more of a share in their own 
resources, and, when the British refused to 
give up more control of the Iranian Oil 
Company, Iran moved to nationalise the oil 
assets. Mossadegh was voted into power with 
a manifesto to use oil resources to combat 
poverty in his own country. However this 
situation threatened British interests and to 
some extent elitist Iranian interests, who saw 
the US as their ally in overthrowing 
Mossedagh, using covert operations to turn 
the religious mullahs against the new demo
cratic surge by bombing one of their leader's 
homes. The Shah proved to be an oppressive 
ruler with a pro-western policy of ill-thought 
out reforms. These not only left the peasants 
bankrupt, but antagonised the wealthy influ
ential middle classes, and alienated the 
mullahs. The door was opened for the 
Ayatollah Khomeni to ferment popular oppo
sition. This opposition was mainly driven by 
popular hatred of the Shah's tyrannical rule 
and his secret police force, the SAVAK, infa
mous for torture and assassination. It had 
been trained by Israel and supplied by the US 
with massive arms deals. 

With the Shah's overthrow in 1978, the 
return of Khomeini simply brought further 
terrifying repression. As Zepzauer writes "The 
blowback form US interventions in Iran will 
reverberate for many years to come. Our 
policies, meant to establish stability for a 
secure oil supply have instead left a legacy of 
bitterness in Iran, destabilised its neighbours, 
including Afghanistan, strengthened Saddam 
Hussein, and given both literal and rhetorical 
weapons to enemies of the United States. As 
he points out, US foreign policy was 
completely indifferent to the carnage wreaked 
by its intervention now evident in the war 
that continues to this day in the Middle East. 

The history he gives of Iran really sets the 
scene for foreign policy in the whole area. 
His analysis of Iraq written before the fall of 
Saddam Hussein demonstrates the dominant 
theme of Western and US double dealing. 
The US effectively backed Saddam Hussein 
following the assassination attempt against 
General Qassim which had overthrown the 
unpopular British backed King Faisal. 
Qassim was responsible for setting up OPEC 
and part of the Arab move to regain control 
of their own oil resources, but was "liquidated 
in a Ba' atthist coup led by Hussein who then 
proceeded to purge left-wing and liberal 
movements using lists provided by the CIA. 
Saddam finally became supreme leader in Iraq 
in 1979 backed by both the US and the 
USSR. To maintain their influence in the 
region the US then gave support to the Kurds 
giving them just enough confidence to assert 
their demands then withdrew this backing in 
order to ally themselves with Saddam Hussein 
against Khomeini. The Kurds were slaugh-

tered in their thousands. As the US was now 
arming both sides "what resulted was a bloody 
eight year war between Iraq and Iran that 
would leave over a million dead". The US 
covertly supplied Saddam with weapons of 
mass destruction including biological arms 
such as toxic chemicals, like Anthrax and 
Botulism to use against the Kurds, the 
Iranians and the Marsh Arabs who were in his 
way. The Kurdish village of Halabja was 
attacked with nerve gas killing 5000 and 
injuring thousands more. People are still 
suffering the side effects of this terrible 
weapon to this day. The whole debacle left 
Saddam as one of the most powerful military 
leaders in the Gulf region with a battle hard
ened army of over one million men, "thus it 
was just about time for everybody to switch 
sides again". The US began to cultivate better 
relations with the Saudis and the small 
increasingly oil rich kingdom of Kuwait, 
while all the time arming and financing 
Saddam Hussein. It encouraged hostilities 
between Kuwait and Iraq, and on several 
occasions publicly stated that it would not 
interfere with Iraq's age old claim to sover
eignty over Kuwait. 

Once Saddam fell for the bait and invaded 
Kuwait the US had the excuse it needed to 

"If you want peace 
then work for j ustice" 
begin its military build-up in the Persian 
Gulf. By 1990 the US had initiated the first 
Gulf war killing thousands of young 
conscripts, often while they were trying to 
surrender. Allied bombing devastated the 
infrastructure of Iraq including power plants, 
water facilities and hospitals. As such actions 
constitute war crimes under International law 
the US declared this destruction to be acci
dental not political. In any case a US official 
told the Washington Post the political fallout 
from such actions would "give us long term 
leverage" but as Zepezauer points out, "attack
ing civilian targets for the purpose of leverage 
for political objectives is the very definition of 
terrorism". Saddam was left in power after the 
withdrawal from Kuwait, and satisfied his 
psychopathic bloodlust against the Kurds and 
Marsh Arabs. Thousands more were slaugh
tered as he wreaked vengeance for the defeat. 
At the same time, press leaks began to appear 
in the US put out by the CIA, claiming 
Saddam was linked to Al Qaida. Although in 
reality they were sworn enemies, the pretext 
for the current wars in Afghanistan and Iraq 
had been established. 

US general foreign policy since 1945, carried 
on from the detritus left behind by the British 
Empire. It is a deliberately orchestrated situa
tion which Condoleezza Rice recently described 
as the "sacrifice of democracy for stability." 
Over the past fifty years what the USA has 
done in the Middle East to thwart any kind of 

democracy or popular will surpasses it's sheer 
brutality and naked self interest. 

Zepezauer points out that Bush's persistent 
meddling in other countries has created 
enemies and planted the seeds for further 
wars everywhere. He argues that this policy 
was not necessary and that choices exist, as in 
South Africa, where civil war could have 
broken out, where stability is fragile, but 
where the people has so far chosen to back 
away from confrontation to solve their prob
lems. South Africa's choices may not be fully 
successful but do give an example of how 
peace and reconciliation could provide the 
better option. Even Russia backed away from 
confrontation in Eastern Europe, and in 
nearly all the Warsaw Pact countries change of 
regime has been achieved relatively peacefully, 
or at least, without the kind of bloodshed that 
the Russians could have chosen. Instead, in 
the Middle East we are presented with a 
horrifying scenario that becomes more real 
day by day. 

He suggests that another path is possible 
using diplomacy, reconciliation, cooperation 
and democracy to create paths to peace. 
These goals are the only ones that will "cut 
down the burning resentment that provides 
terrorist recruits throughout the Arab and 
Muslim world" and to achieve these goals "we 
have to break ourselves from the habit of 
backing any repressive regime that's useful to 
us." He further suggests that there are some 
practical solutions - "an airtight arms embargo 
against nations that use them on their own 
people may cut into the profits of our 
weapons contractors" but could help prevent 
future wars. The US obsession with control
ling the international oil supply could be dealt 
with by "a modest improvement in the fuel 
economy of the domestic automobile fleet" 
which would enable us to cut out imports of 
Middle Eastern oil altogether. He suggests that 
there are some hopeful options, that we, as the 
human race, can begin to think about and 
work towards achieving as the current choices 
will lead to more wars. As he writes the choice 
is ours and as the old saying goes "If you want 
peace, then work for justice" 

This is an awesome book, both in the stark 
choices it describes and the choices facing us 
in the near future. Written in a dark satirical 
style, it is compelling as it is shocking. Even 
now, as the international situation boils over 
in Lebanon and Iraq, as nature itself seems to 
rebel, with tsunamis in the East and devastat
ing hurricanes in the US itself, we have to 
realise that we are at a crucial crossroads in 
human history. The old choice between 
'socialism or barbarism' becomes frighteningly 
real. It is perhaps the very idea of socialism 
that needs to be updates to suit the new 
conditions of the new century - if barbarism 
is not going to be the finale of some two 
thousand years of written human history. 
Boomerang by Mark Zepezauer. Common 
Courage Press (Canada) 2003. 
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IN AN OTHERWISE EXCELLENT BOOK, 

The New Dialectic and Marx's 'Capital' (Brill 
Academic Press, 2004) Chris Arthur spouts a 
lot of waffle about 'class struggle for socialism.' 
In contrast to this Mary Poppins school of 
Marxism, Moishe Postone points out in Time, 
Labor and Social Domination that "capital rests 
ultimately on proletarian labor - hence over
coming capital cannot be based on the self
assertion of the working class. Even the 'radi
cal' notion that the workers produce the 
surplus and, therefore, are its rightful owners, 
points to the abolition of the capitalist class -
but not to the overcoming of capital.''' 

We have to say that the notion of 'a bour
geoisie' versus 'a proletariat' is outmoded by a 
new reality. As Chris Arthur himself admits, 
in 2006, 'institutions, such as pension funds 
and insurance companies, have a preponder
ant role in shareholdings.

,
, In short, capital is 

proving that it can survive far beyond the 
elimination of any class of 'capitalists.' 

The elite who administer the system can't 
avoid the rationalisation of the system itself, 
with its relentless drive for accumulation 
resulting in heart attacks, nervous break
downs, status 'anxiety' and pollution every
where, no matter where you are on the greasy 
pole. Everyone, rich and poor, is enmeshed in 
the iron-cage of the 'go-to-work' mentality. 
It's inescapable. The administrators themselves 
live in constant fear of getting laid off for 
being 'below par' just like everyone else. 
They spend all their cash on ways to escape 
contact with the rest of the human race, and 
are often locked in behind high security walls. 
No one controls anything. Meanwhile, what 
is to be done about a working class, integrated 
into a system of auto-valorization, acclima
tised to a terrain where the spectre of mass 
unemployment and alienating commodity 
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consumption work together to keep a lid on 
things, in a kind of perverted dichotomy? 
Many are happy with 24-hour surveillance as 
a response to the general misery. 
Unfortunately, most on the left don't like to 
discuss it. They leave it to their more esoteric 
comrades to read the tea-leaves in the old 
chipped Frankfurt School china, using their 
findings occasionally. Similarly, the 
Situationists were persona non grata for a 
long time. Now every Verso Press Tom Dick or 
Harriet is a walking talking rent-a-quoter of 
the former unmentionables . . .  
CORPSE BR.IDE 

" Whisper it at the board meeting, but many 
employers know they might be better off with a 
strong and organized group of employees.''' 
Bob Cannon writes: 

'Like the traditional reading of Marx, 
Postone assumes that, beneath the surface 
appearance of capitalism, dwells the hidden 
subject of valorisation.'' 

Cannon's critique boils down to seeing 
Postone as just another 'traditional Marxist' in 
that there appears to be a 'teleological reading' 
of capitalism at the heart of Postone's analysis 
of contemporary capitalism, Time, Labor and 

Social Domination. Cannon says correctly that 
for Postone, 'valorization acts as the moving 
force' in society, but he drops a clanger when 
he accuses Postone of taking on the role of 
'objective expert' who has unmasked a secret 
dependence of capital upon 'abstract labour.' 

Cannon claims that Postone abandons the 
attempt to 'ground the possibility of funda
mental oppositional consciousness in the 
existing order.' Instead, he is seen as giving a 
privileged position to 'critical thinkers' whose 
knowledge has escaped 'social deformation'. 
Cannon disingenuously accuses Postone of 
attacking 'the traditional reading of Marx' but 
of failing to explain why 'so many Marxists 
got him so wrong for so long.' However, 
Postone doesn't claim to be responsible as 
The One' to 'break the code' and discover 
the real meaning of Marx's ideas. On the 
contrary, he states quite logically that in previ
ous epochs a certain reading of Marx fitted 
more readily to the type of society humans 
were confronting. With hindsight, we can 
now see that 'the proletariat' appeared to be 
contesting social structures, but once the dust 
had settled, we are forced to acknowledge that 
in fact a moment of the totality had unfolded, 
of which the proletariat played a decisive part 
in creating. 

Cannon refers to the need to develop a 
critique that orientates itself to those 'social 
agents that constitute themselves in opposi
tion to (capitalism).' If this is supposed to 
mean, as the famous phrase goes, that capital
ism, in creating the working class is in fact 
creating it's 'own gravedigger,' well, even a 
broken clock gets the time right twice a day, 
and as the recent convulsions have demon
strated for all to see in Argentina, there is 
most definitely 'a working class' but that the 
level of contestation of the system reached the 



heights of organising to occupy the factories 
(made redundant by the crisis of the value 
system) and to get them working again, 
regardless of whether the commodities they 
produced were socially necessary or not. This 
isn't to belittle the life or death struggles those 
workers were (and continue to be) involved 
in, but in such a case the task facing those 
individuals was how to get the local motor (as 
a fraction of the whole world economy) work
ing again. The workers themselves 
contributed to smoothing out the problems in 
the engine room, as it were, and suffered the 
necessary wage reductions (or absence of 
wages) until the commodity exchange econ
omy could return in it's role as full time 
manager. It was true and for all to see, that in 
Buenos Aires street battles were fought, 
people mobilised, red flags raised amid the 
stench of tear gas - and the demands 
remained the same wherever the traditional 
Marxists were to be heard shouting - for a 
fairer and more equitable distribution of 
commodities, with more efficient police forces 
to oversee it both at work and on the streets -
just as in 1 9 1 7. 

Solidarity in action is great: its uplifting 
and life-affirming - and that's why the British 
love football in 2006. It's a rum old business 
when the football stadium is the only place 
people can go where they get to feel human. 
So Cannon banks his hopes on the terrace 
mentality returning to the workplace. He puts 
his hope on 'the labour movement insofar as 
it struggles initially to mitigate, but ultimately 
to overcome, capitalism's autopoietic impera
tives.' Well, we here at Principia Dialectica 
don't particularly like scabs who cross picket 
lines, and are proud to announce the we are 
also opposed to miserable cruel bastards who 
tie puppies into sacks and throw them into 

rivers, but we don't go around claiming that 
abolishing either is the key to halting the 
current decomposition to be found every
where. Nevertheless, we are pleased to see that 
Cannon has found his subject: we send our 
commiserations and hope you both have a 
very long and productive marriage. 

"AND THEN YOU GO AND SPOIL IT ALL 

BY SAYING SOMETHING STUPID LIKE . . .  

I LOVE YOU" 
The dust covered assorted lefties on the 

editorial board of What Next? - Marxist 
Discussion journal must have had a Captain 
Mannering moment upon the publication of 
their last exciting organ. Someone less than 
orthodox had slipped in under the wire! Don't 
panic! Don't panic! went the refrain but! Alas, 
it was us here at Principia Dialectica who were 
momentarily fooled. A one Mike Rooke, 
academic economist sort at Ruskin College 
penned and submitted an article called 
'Marxism is Dead! Long Live Marxism! He 
managed to avoid the censor's green pencil 
and was published - very surprising, we 
thought, bearing in mind what Mr Rooke 
had to say. Hidden in it was enough to make 
any traditionalist class warrior choke on his 
(they are usually male) cornflakes. Here is a 
highlight from Mr Rooke's reflections on 
revolutionary perspectives for 2006: 

'Today the proletariat is incorporated more 
firmly into the circuit of the production and 
realization of value via mass consumption, is 
more indifferent to the content of work, and 
thus more conditioned to the value impera
tive that flows from abstract labour. This 
means that the proletariat will in the future be 
less and less able to confront capital as a force 
external to itself, and more and more must 
experience capital (value) as internal to it's activ-

ity, the very form of its (waged, and thus alien
ated) labour. ( . . .  )Marxists can no longer retail 
the orthodox view of class struggle to abolish 
itself as labour. This is the theoretical truth 
posed by the development of the value form.' 

Upon picking up our jaws from the office 
floor, we were about to shout: 'Panic! 
Someone's made a break for the Present in the 
marxist camp! But, it was a false alarm, of 
sorts. Mike went on to conclude his piece 
with a nice bit of old fashioned rhetoric that 
left all those ol' lefties soothed and calmed 
despite the initial shock. He concludes that: 

'Only Marxism as a critique of the value 
form will be adequate to the global proletariat 
now taking shape.' 

More effort needed to break out of the 
ghetto, Mikey, we say. All that business about 
'the global proletariat' puts you straight back 
into jail, and do not pass go. It's a partial 
critique, because you end up relying on some 
kind of 'other' who are more oppressed and 
downtrodden than your own home grown 
European working class. It's a fudge. Hardt 
and Negri (who should have got out more 
back in the 1 980s) like to summon up 'the 
global proletariat' as well, and they are on the 
ropes these days with all that positive alchemy 
about 'multitude' (or is that 'herd'?) The 
orthodox Marxist lot gave them a right spank
ing for such sloppiness. As our friends in 
Westminster village like to say: 
'No Flip Flopping!' SD 

I Time, Labor and Social Domination by Moishe Postone, 

(Cambridge University Press, 1993) p37 l .  

2 The New Dialectic and Manes Capita� p216. 

3 James Harkin in The Financial Times, I March 2006. 

4 Bob Cannon, 'Retrieving the Normative Content of 

Marxism', in Historical Materialism 13.3, Brill (2005) 
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SHORTLY BEFORE HIS SUICIDE A 
PESSIMISTIC GUY DEBORD DECLARED 
THAT THE SPECTACLE HAD ACHIEVED 
A STATE OF TOTALISATIO N .  

That is, we can surmise, that the process of 
spectacular commodification - itself an 
attempt at a radical synthesis, albeit a false 
one - had long had its own dialectical relation 
with its contraries, which it had now success
fully absorbed. A recuperation dramatically 
celebrated in the marketing of May 68, 
cobble stones and all. Given the absence of a 
renewed opposition this recuperation could 
indeed be seen as a final Totality, by those 
with faith in such things. The deeper philo
sophical validity of this perspective, in terms 
of contemporary Neo-Hegelian analysis, is a 
topic of much high brow debate, but from a 
more immediate vantage point, it is clear to 
most of us that the toxic solution has reached 
its point of saturation. A sorry state of affairs 
amply witnessed by Blairite 'socialism', the 
lifestyle radicalism of role play revolutionaries 
- including those apostles of pseudo-situa
tionese - and of course the increasingly delu
sional reactionism of the remnant of the ideo
logical left (red and green) .  

Is i t  true that there really i s  n o  more unre
cuperated space left, from which to burst the 
bubble of our commodified dreamscape? Is 
this question itself free of the nested assump
tions of popular post-situ babble and 
Hegelian orthodoxy? It's very language can 
sound cliched and recycled, particularly to 
today's cynics who all to often value survival 
over life. Is there any way forward? I will not 
be attempting to give answers here, but 
perhaps we can formulate some questions, or 
at least explore their context. 

In a sense the Situationists may have been 
defeated by their own optimism, an extreme 
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position that can only ever lead to its oppo
site. While not wanting to be too much of a 
fellow traveller with the contrary performance 
artist, and other pop philosophers, is not the 
entire notion ofTotalisation a somewhat 
dubious one? An observation not confined to 
today's post-modernist gurus, but one raised 
at the very start of the revolution, not least by 
the great radical Hegelian, Michael Bakunin, 
and moreover today held as an almost 
unquestioned reality within the drier world of 
post Godelian Mathematics. The latter, 
arguably having realized that, in mathematical 
theory at least, the more we attempt to 
include in our unitary models the more we 
exclude and the weaker they become. 
Bakunin intuitively agreed, regarding the 
dialectic more akin to a permanent war than 

"One area for optimism 
is the collapse of 
materialism, another 
culturally rooted 
fixation of the west" 
an act of conceptual procreation. That is more 
akin to life than death. A possibility that 
implies any move towards Totalisation can 
only ever create a false unity, and so exclusion 
and oppression. Though it is also this very 
drive towards such an impossible holism, 
passionately opposed to the nihilistic resigna
tion to fragmentism, that creates the necessary 
tensions that move life forward, and implode 
any attempts at an imposed or sustained 
unity. We cannot act as neutral observers 
outside of the dialectic, we can only act 
within it. 

A deeper assumption underlying that of 

Totalisation is of course the 'myth ofTruth.' 
The religious mind always seeks the whole, 
for orthodox Christians, over and covert (and 
in this term I include most socialists) this led 
to the notion ofTruth as an end result and a 
good in of itself. The totalizing dialectic was 
in many ways another manifestation of this 
myth of Christian Truth, in the face of appar
ent Satanic contradiction (without realizing 
that Lucifer was always the true revolution
ary!) But what can we expect from such inter
nally conflicted, peace seekers who deny life 
itself? We do not have to invoke the absurdity 
of the absence of the true to realise that the 
Truth is always a prison. The world we experi
ence, or think we experience, may be noting 
more than a tapestry of lies, at best a mosaic 
of half truths, with which we attempt to map 
and communicate the unknowable. In our 
culture such a narratisation of the world is 
often tied to that primal Christian obsession, 
survival, psychological as much as material, 
the fixation at the root ofTruth, a 'rational' 
limit alien to the liberated imagination and 
radical becoming that is the true essence of 
life. An unconscious obsession that some 
Situationists could only break from in a final 
act of its extreme negation. 

The epistemic pessimism would differ 
greatly from the Situationist critique of the 
Spectacle where an unmediated reality is 
sought beyond the contaminated medium of 
culture and ideology. While sophisticated 
Situationists like Debord may have realised 
that reality in and of itself is not experiencable 
outside of our own creative mediations of it -
they were artists after all - they nonetheless 
maintained the realist assumption of their 
own freedom to represent a purer reality 
through their art. It is this assumption that 
remains questionable. It is perhaps folly to 
question that reality is knowable through life, 



and explored through the way it is lived and 
confronted, but whether this reality is share
able in any rational or communicable sense is 
questionable. This skepticism can be taken 
too far of course, and we can fall into the post 
modern trap of performative contradiction, 
ludicrously denying communicability in the 
very act of communication. But the real ques
tion is not whether such communication is 
possible, but whether it can be free of the 
falsifying language and preconditions of our 
culture. A situation reminiscent of those 
Dadaists who attempted to 'act sponta
neously', with very mixed results, or the 
Surrealists who in their ambitious attempt to 
drift into a purer world of dream and the 
unconscious, free from the constraints of 
enculturation and artificial logic, found that 
enculturation to run deep. 

That we live in an artificial nightmare of 
alienation, reification and exploitation is a 
given, to all those who even occasionally wake 
from their slumber and truly experience life, 
that this is a natural consequence of our 
cultural base is also largely self evident. 
However the possibility of the development of 

a revolutionary strategy through the rational 
exploration of this reality, or even its commu
nication, outside of our culturally (and 
perhaps biologically) embedded language and 
rationality is far more problematic than the 
Situationists were inclined to admit. Their 
solution was the adoption of a faith that this 
was indeed achievable, their realization of 
their failure led them to conclude the victory 
of the Spectacle as a false Totalisation, 
Ironically in taking a more pessimistic perspec
tive, that this was never achievable, at least in 
the form it was sought, we may end up with 
the more optimistic denial of this victory. 

A more concrete manifestation of all this 
now appears to have been an idealistic 
embrace of the possibilities of class struggle. 
Taking orthodox Marxism as if it were a new 
religion, most of the left have long committed 
themselves to the notion of revolution 
through a dialectical antagonism within an 
industrial class system. The 'failure of the 
working class' to live up to this historic role 
has been said to be due to the successful 
incorporation of the proletariat into the 
system. A victory for modern Capitalism, in 

the form of its own pseudo-dialectical counter 
synthesis and false totalisation. An alternative 
viewpoint, simultaneously more pessimistic 
and optimistic, is that the 'working class' were 
never a real antagonistic force within the 
dialectical structure of Industrial Capitalism, 
but rather it's rwin pillar, along with its 
owners, whose real benefit, and historical 
function, was in its growth rather than its 
overthrow, given the fact their very existence 
depended on it (rejecting religious notions of 
a separate essentialism suppressed by their 
constructed existence) . Their apparent antago
nism being merely their competition for a 
better position within the system that 
sustained them, and a more 'beneficial' form 
of capitalism, as historically manifest in trade 
unionism. There is no 'final victory' for capi
talism here, apart from its ability to reproduce 
and 'perfect' its toxic essence in a finite 
number of revived forms. Wed to an ideologi
cal unity that will be its ultimate demise. It is 
thus in creative life, and the liberation from 
work, that the real non-totalising dialectic 
lies. The anti-worker, not the worker, in their 
ecstatic struggle for effortless productivity. 
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The Situationists realized this early on but, 
tied to the rationalisations of survival, they 
quickly buried this under the dead weight of 
their fundamentalist Marxism, clinging to the 
'realities' of the Western Culture that consti
tuted them. In this context the false dialectic 
of Marxian class struggle - as dangerous as 
the quicksand of capitalist totalisation it 
opposed, and projected, though was always 
closely related to - can be seen as suppressing 
any authentically revolutionary dialectic. 

"In creative life and the 
liberation from work, 
the real non-totalising 
dialectic lies" 

This would not entail the call for a new 
strategy however, as strategies always lead us 
back to the rationale of the system that creates 
us, and principally the life defeating rationale 
of survival that lies at the core of a fearful 
Capitalism. What is needed is a radical break 
from all of this. The real question is how is 
this possible? 

Our terrifying situation may be that we are 
trapped in a world of illusion, and self-delu
sion, in which no logical rationalisation 
beyond a conservative reiteration of our 
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pseudo-culture appears possible. The illusion 
of pragmatism or the idea that our encultura
tion represents an adaptation to the world is of 
no help either. As we adapt as much to our 
'necessary illusion' as we do to reality (an anti
racist, non cultural suprematist, perspective on 
human societies, would suggest more so). A 
further case of the victory of survival over life. 
But out of such pessimism might come a new 
optimism. A new rationalism, freed from 
cultural limitation, and driven by a freed 
imagination, perhaps a non-totalising 
Hegelianism, a reconstructed Existentialism, 
or some other means of radical cognition, 
would offer liberator tools, but even getting to 
that stage is problematic. How we achieve this 
is an ongoing question in search of answers. 

One area for optimism is the collapse of 
materialism, another culturally rooted fixation 
of the western world. In the context of all 
that has been surmised so far, if the model of 
an independent Realism still held we would 
be forever floundering in our flawed attempts 
to grasp the world even if we could liberate 
ourselves from our pseudo-culture. We would 
exist in little but our own imaginings, and 
might never evolve those dreams to coincide 
with a 'good life' in the real world. 
Fortunately contemporary science reveals to 
us the extent that our own conceptions of 
reality help shape that reality. It is now almost 

a truism that nothing has a definable, non
contradictory existence till a measurement of 
it is achieved. A reassuring suggestion that 
perhaps our limited rationality can pull itself 
up by its bootstraps and surpass itse!P. While 
philosophers of physics may continually argue 
over what this means, the essence of it is that 
Realism is dead, and while Anti-Realist 
Idealism is equally redundant, a more inclu
sive vision of the mutual interdependence of 
materiality and consciousness is inescapable. 
Thus our imagining can pull reality towards 
us at the same time as we attempt to grasp the 
essential nature of our existence, and shape it 
into new forms of manifestation. We are thus 
opened up to a new dialectic between imagi
nation and reality, though one that is open, 
pluralistic and non totalized as any other. The 
only other road leads to recuperation. 
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SWE ETI ES FO R SCOTLAN D 
------------- BY DAVID NEWBIGGING -------------

"�011.AAJD WA::S GIVEAI A PARLIAMEAJT, ::SOME ::SAY A '::SWEETIE' 
A::S COMPEAl::SATIOAJ FOR TUE DEMl::SE OF AJEARl-Y Al-l- IAJDU::STRY. 
COAL.-MIAJIAJG, ::SrEEl-WORK::S, ::SUIPYARD::S, TUE RUAJAJIAJG OUT OF 
Oil- IAJ TUE AJORTU ::SEA, TUE DECUAJE OF Fl::SU ::STOCK:$ - II 

"::SUIT IAJ CAAJ::S I PAROCUIAL. TARTAAJ 
LITERATURE AAJC> POETRY. TUE 
DRUG::S AAJC> PRO::STITUTIOAJ 
IAJDU::STRIE::S ARE OAJ TUE IAJCREA::sE. H 

"AL.I- TJ.IO::sE Kil-T::S AJJC> 8AGPIPES AAJD 
RELIGIOAJ ? A REAi- UEADACUE. WOR::SE 
TJ.IAAJ A UAAJGOVER, A UAAJGOVER OF 
Ul::STORY!" 

"ALL TUE::SE ILl-U::SIOAJ::S. " 

"YE4U, fJUT MANY OTUER 'l�Tlllf�' UAVE 
llfPl..ACEO TUeM. UKf CALL �. mT" 
CeAJ"TR�. et.A� A� 
TUe CtL TURAL CAPITAL � E<llOPf.. 
UKE U\lfRPOOI... • 

"::SOME UAVE AJOT EVEAJ READ rue 
E��EAJCE OF CURl�TIAAJITY 8Y LUDWIG 
FEUER8ACU. POOR GEORGE El-l-IOT MU�T 
8E TURAJIAJG fAJ UER GRAVE!" 

"YOU MEAAJ WUiff 
l::S WRITTEAJ IAJ TUE 
8181-E l::S AJEVER 
PRACTICED 8Y TUE 
PURl::ST::S?" 

"YE::S! AJEVER. Al-l-
TUAT 8ROTUERUOOD 
AAJD ::Sl::STERUOOD DOWAJ 
TUE PAAJ, Al-l- TUAT l::S 
I-EFT l::S TUE DRIPPIAJG 
CRO::S::S!" 

"MODERAJ CAPITAUSM REGUIRE::S 
TUAT EVERYOAJE TAKE PART. 
tJO WOAJDER TUEY CAU tr TUE 
LABOUR PARTY. YOU MEAAJ 
PARTY OF LA80UR!" 
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TIIE �OTilSl-l t.IATIOt.IAU.STS 
WITU TUEIR POXY RETROGftADE 
IDEOLOGY 1-lAVE t.IO ANSWERS. 

TIIEY RESEM6LE nlE �OTTISl-l 
J:ITSA TEAM 

SOME 
SAY TUE 

COLLAPSE OJ: 
nlE 1-lEAVY 
lt.IDUSTRIES 

1-lAS 6ROUGl-IT 
A60UT TIIE 

COLLAPSE OJ: 
TUE J:ITSA 

GRASSROOTS. 

1-lOW COME S� 
CONNERY DID 

At.I ADVERT J:OR 
�AWE.SE Wl-llSKEY? 

SOME WILL DO 
AOVERTISIOO J:OR 

DOUGl-l! 

nlAT'S WI-IV TOP TEAMS It.I 
�OTLAt.ID ? At.ID It.I Et.IGLAt.ID 

? 1-lAVE 1-lAD TO IMPORT TOP 
TALEt.IT. t.IATIOt.IALISM DOES 

NOT WORK. CAPITALISM IS 
lt.ITERt.IATIOt.IAL. ALL BARRIERS 

ARE KNOCKED DOWN. 

COt.lt.IERY AS A 
LEADING �OT 

NAT IS REAL 
EXAMPLE OJ: 

Tl-IE COMMODITY 
RACKET. t.IO 

WONDER I-IE WAS 
MADE A SIR! 

WELL, ALMOST. 
YOU CAN 6E At.I 

IMMIGRANT IJ: YOU 
ARE A TOP J:ITSA 

PLAYER, OnlERWISE 
TUE DOORS REMAIN 

CLOSED. SUPPLY At.ID 
DEMAt.ID 6LUES. 

Wl.IAT ABOUT 
Tl.IE �OTTl�l.I 
PARLIAME._,T ? 

YOU MEAt.l TUE &UILDlt.IG? Tl-IAT 
ARCl-llTECT t.IEEDS TO 1-lAVE 1-lER 1-lEAD 
EXAMlt.IED. SI-IE REMlt.IDS ME OJ: LORD 
J:OSTER wt.lo 6UIL T TUE Gl-IERl(lt.l It.I 

LOt.IDOt.l. RECEt.ITLY A PAt.IEL J:ELL 
01=1=. IT COULD 1-lAVE KILLED PEOPLE! 

REAL UGLY ARCl-llTECTURE 

TUE �OTTISU PARLIAMEt.IT IS 
GMSTLY. IT RESEMBLES TUE 

VALUES IT DEJ:Et.IDS, t.IAMELY TIME, 
LA&OUR At.ID SOCIAL DOMlt.IATIOt.l. 

nlE TAXPAYERS ARE BElt.IG MILKED 
It.I ORDER TO PAY J:OR IT! 

IT IS AS IJ: YOU ASKED PRISOt.IERS 1+.-,.r 
TO PAY J:OR TIIEIR .:>AILS! 
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CAPITALI5M MEAW� 
EXPLOITATIOW AWO 

n&E �RAPt.IEAO. 
n&E5E TWO 

MOVEMEWT5 GO 
MWD IW MWD. 

YOU MEAW, .)U�T 
LIKE A LE.MOW 

Wt.IEW IT t.IA5 6EEW 
�UEEZEO. 

IT'5 t.IORRl�IC. 

1 "YOU CA� PRAY ALL �tGj.fT A�D ALL DAY, YOU'L GE.T PIE. 
I� -rnE. 51<Y Wj.fE.� YOU DIE.!" 

UOLY �IT, .:x>E UlLL WA� RlGUT. ALL TUAT 
OEV10E &ETWEat TUE �� AM> ca TIC 

S:A� I� A &AD .)()KE, &UT rT K� &all' 
CLU&� GOl�." 

"j.fATRED MEAW5 BUM5 OW 
5EAT5." 

. 
• 
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PAll.'IY POOPEll. 

Dear editors, 
Your first issue opened with the rather prom
ising predicate according to which 'the 
Situationist International is DEAD and the 
grieving is over' . How risque of you! However, 
I came across such blatant "oedipalities" too 
many times before not to anticipate the 
general tone of naive deference that your 
editorial content expresses rowards the late IS 
group - it has been more than thirty years 
now, in case the ongoing flow of pseudo-situ 
publications misled you! So, according ro you, 
it would seem chat the simple act of reading 
Debord prevents anyone from stupidity ('if X 
had bothered to read a bit of Debord, he would
n't be such as dullard; etc.) .  No doubt the 
author himself would have been pleased to 
know his writings have such magical quali
ties . . .  well, maybe he wouldn't have been, 
actually! You worship Debord so much chat 
you still manage to waste space reviving some 
of the most pointless non-polemics that even 
the aging clique of French lettres forgot to 
care about: 'Philippe Sollers was a Maoist . . .  a 
Catholic - I note the very respectful "C" as a 
possible remnant of your upbringings ("Le 
style, c'est l'homme", isn't it?) -. . .  he loves 

Heidegger. . .  \Ve loathe him'. Come on, who 
apart from you still gives a fuck about Sollers, 
especially in England, for that matter?! What 
is it going to be for the next issue: "against 
Christian Dotremont"?, "against Jorgen 
Nash"?, or maybe "against Godard"?! 

For a minute, while reading you, I got the 
strange feeling of being the guinea pig in an 
experiment of temporal distortion, and redis
covering the reality of a much simpler time; 
when capitalism was only a matter of produc
ing commodities. So, if only for chat, I thank 
you for the ride. You are right: things have 
changed since the sixties, in both capitalism 
and its critique - and someone named 
Debord once participated in the latter's evolu
tion. But did you actually read him? Beyond 
your reductive commodity-as-end-product, 
did you grasp what the concept and historic
ity of the spectacle entails? I very much doubt 
it. . .It is not so much the class struggle that 
keeps "chat system alive" rather than the intel
lectual poverty with which some of its most 
harmless, self-proclaimed enemies propose to 
re-read the "young Marx" every five years 
without basic understanding of the most visi
ble infrastructural changes chat might inform 
chis revision. Capitalism couldn't dream of a 

more docile and foreseeable contradiction. Or, 
as you (almost) got it yourself at the end of 
your perfectly insignificant expose: 

Some are content with a critique of the 
surface, but this fails to challenge the core of 
previous critiques of capitalism - i.e., commod
ity fetishism, and what people themselves put up 
with when producing polluted arguments. 

Anyway, I should have guessed from your 
little celebration at Housmans chat nothing 
valuable could come out of people allowing 
themselves to drink such nauseating red wine! 
Now, there is a commodity that still deserves 
to be fought against! Your cheap pleasures 
discredit your ethos more than a thousand 
articulate criticisms ever could . . .  
Allez! Encore un effort pour ecre post-situa
cionnisces! 
Hansen Jerome 

Up yours an' all - Ed. 

COME DANCING 

Dear editors, 
I listened to Darcus Howes' joust with Joan 
Rivers on Radio 4 and thought: chis is 
seriously distasteful, the unmentionable 
slagging off the unendurable! 
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Darcus is merely a spent class war warrior 
bellowing beyond his obvious sell by date 
and making a complete peat of hissel£ His 
film "Son of Mine" is the ultimate in unnec
essary self indulgence, it's a piece of work 
that further helps to undermine the black 
community and especially black guys here in 
London. Is there really needed another 
reminder of yet another guy having 7 
children with 4 women? Is Darcus wanting 
everybody to be tacitly acknowledging his 
erstwhile sexual prowess, is he merely pitch
ing himself as a pose-modern pseudo intellec
tual who could at the same time quote 
Spinoza while playing the colonial buck? 
It's too dire to contemplate to be honest, but 
as I've stated the most damaging aspect of all 
this is his image rubbing off on other people 
from his afro-caribbean background and I'm 
sure that he's aware of the fact. 

The Tango rewlutlon in Londinium 
I 've recently had to explain the origins of the 
dance and at the same time had to 
disassociate it from the tripe offered up by 
Brucie and friends on a saTURDay night. 
The dance originated in the brothels of 
Buenos Aires in the mid 1 800's, an influx of 
southern Italians escaping third world 
conditions, Spaniards from the north of 
Spain, and African slaves then resident in 
Argentina, mix up their competing cultures 
and hey presto a dance without boundaries 
or the European sensibilities which the 
people were initially escaping from. Now 
it's a 'salon' escapade where the well heeled 
from Crouch End congregate to express their 
cultural 'diversity' without setting foot 
beyond the coffee tables where the dance 
had been championed. 
My Argentina is a land of burning sunshine, 
uncouth gauchos, a crime wave in Buenos 
Aires, klepcomania on a national scale and 
paranoia which fuels the need for the greatest 
concentration of psychoanalysts in the world, 
yes even more than the Manhattan where 
Woody would spend half his life on the couch! 
This penchant for 'tarting' up culture is 
nothing new but it's acquired a barefaced 
image lately and I can't sit down and accept 
this faeces masquerading as sensitive 
liberalism. I 'm thinking chat X-Factor is the 
flip side of this brothel of consumerism 
where the flotsam rises to the top and the 
cream remains at the bottom thus defying the 
laws not only of science but of the whole 
point of artistic expression. 
I 'm wondering with this appropriation of the 
tango whether the worlds culture really is 
coalescing into a bland standard where the 
tastes of tri-state (NY, NJ, Conn) America 
and south-east England are dictating terms of 
cultural expression where foreign languages 
have become declasse and a bland post-post
modern dance vibe following from Madonna 
will rule the roost?Let's fight back and 
reclaim the tango and remember the 

barricades and demonstrations that were put 
up in Bs As three years ago against state 
sponsored thieving, where blacks where an 
integral part of the dance, where the rhythms 
of the bordello were as much acknowledged 
as in the writings of Garcia Marquez. 
Vamos Realidad! 
And"w Davis 

HOJoCA.GE TO CATATONIA 

Dear Principia, 
The Martial Law Scenario I point to below 
may not be so farfetched. I have seen the 
updated army regulations on the civilian 
inmate labor program and Haliburton has 
just received a $384 million contract to build 
camps all across the country. I 've seen the 
lists of these camps. Madsen says that he has 
it from his sources chat martial law is a real 
scenario and Alex Jones - granted not the 
best source - has video evidence of people 
dressed in Department of Homeland security 
uniforms practicing rounding people up with 
plastic fencing. He also has evidence of a 

"Picabia wrote about 
people who are 
'counting on making a 
profit from Dadaism"' 

county supervisor saying that the camp that 
was built in his county was for 'subversives.' 
A Republican representative in Washington 
the other day told Attorney General Gonzales 
to 'go after fifth columnists.' It is hard to 
predict what could happen. We also hear that 
they are indeed stockpiling body bags for use 
in the event of an avian flu epidemic. I don't 
want to sound like Chicken Little but 
something seems afoot. especially with the 
march to attack Iran. Serious journalists 
writing in Vanity Fair say that the war in Iraq 
is going so badly that the neocons are 
bringing the war home. The selective service 
stations are opening back up which can only 
make one imagine them reinstating the draft. 
I have just seen the documentary "Why we 
fight." Chalmers Johnson, the military 
historian was the star. He discusses the 
current war with regard to Ike's farewell 
address on the military-industrial complex. 
The bases the U.S. have built in Iraq are 
huge. It seems crazy but people in Europe -
German officials or journalists with ties - are 
leaking that the U.S. is bent on bombing 
Iran with nukes in one area, somewhere like 
Buchestan, and occupying another, 
Kusdestan or somewhere like chat, where the 
oil is. The Chinese have already warned the 
Burmese about possible fallout from this and 
the Burmese moved their capital as a result. 
The Russians are warning the U.S. not to 
attack. Of course nothing could happen as 

well but both the president of Iran and the 
U.S. seem like maniacs . . .  

WASHINGTON, D.C.-Word spread quickly 
on activist websites in early 2006 concerning 
an informer who participated in numerous 
protests and caused lots of trouble. She left 
the scene and was finally spotted in the 
friendly company of federal agents. 

The word for informant in Russian, 
donoschik, ironically mocks government 
officials. After the fall of the wall, Germans 
likewise set up the 'Bonzo Phone', named 
after a derisive term for communist 
bureaucrats. The French make the distinction 
between a dtnonciation of, say, a corrupt 
government official, and a dilation, an 
informant's report. This corresponds with the 
American whisdeblower and snitch. A snitch 
could be an informant, as is the case with 
many journalists, or an informer such as one 
who was recently uncovered. 

Dada goes to the USA 
"Indifference is counterrevolutionary" were 
the watchwords of Berlin dadaists Grosz and 
Heartfield. And they had a choice remark in 
response to a plea to spare art at a time of 
right-wing takeovers and demonstrations 
connected with a general str�e: "We greet 
with pleasure the face chat bullets whiz into 
the galleries and palaces, into the 
masterpieces by Rubens, instead of into the 
homes of the poor in the workers' distriets." 
Dada plates. Dada spinning tops. Dada this 
dada that. Even prepackaged elements for 
dada collage. All this and more for sale at the 
big Dada exhibit in Washington. In his break 
with Dada, Picabia wrote about people who 
are "counting on making a profit from 
dadaism." He might not have anticipated 
cheap dada trinkets, but he knew art dealers 
would make fortunes on toilets and 
publishers would "treat themselves to cars," 
etc. And for this reason, Picabia wrote, 
"Dada will live forever!" 

Novelist Stephen Siciliano writes in �dette of 
a flamenco-singer in the Spanish Civil War, 
the type of woman, he says, who "would 
punch someone to grab the microphone.'' A 
small town in southern Spain is overrun by 
hashish-smoking anarchists promising free 
love to those who would join them. Lots of 
authentic dialogue with manifestos against 
the running of the bulls and reaching for the 
necks of priests. 
Recommended. 
Len Bracken 

All correspondents and subscribers 
recieve a free copy of Principia 
Dialectica's Haw Right Now! Soul 
jazz of the 1960s compilation on CD 
( Whether they like it or not - Ed.) 



Caledonian Road. Nearest Tube: Kings Cross 

CAPITALISM'S FI NAL FRONTI ER: 
THE REI FICATION OF IMAGI NATION 

FOR A WORLD BEYOND THE COMMODITY ECONOMY 

FILM, MUSIC, DEBATE & DISCUSSION 
speakers/contributors sought 

The Lucas Arms, Grays In Road, London 

NEAREST TUBE, KINGS CROSS 

SATURDAY 1 7  JULY 2007 

http://www.principfadialectica.co.uk


pecia ' Repor 
Fash ion  

• 

th;�M!'16FillU:M11nMt1J 
commodiv econ my the g 
decorated. mass ma1e up 
flashes of bags labels.>sho 
flesh save up for a nice fit 
slave labour faraway or. 
the Phillipines or a nice 
isn't yet out of fashion. G 



"The bud dis�ppears in the bursting forth of the blossom, and one might say that the former is refuted by the latter; 
similarly, when the fruit appears, the blossom is shown in its turn as a false manifestation of the plant, and the fruit now 

emerges as the truth of it instead. These forms are not just distinguished from one another, they also supplant one 
another as mutually incompatible. Yet at the same time their fluid nature makes them moments of an organic unity in 

which not only do they not conflict, but in which each is as necessary as the other; and this mutual necessity alone 
constitutes the life of the whole."  

GWF Hegel The Phenomonology of Spirit ( 1 804) 
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