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What is the link between the struggle to mitigate alienation (for higher wagus,
shorter hours, more benefits, less work intensity etc.) and the struggle againsi
alienation itself? The answer to this question distinguishes communist practice
from merely leftist practice. In recent years, a number of ex-autonomist and leftisi
groups have been trying to build a broad European-wide movement around »
common programme of radical demands concerning unemployment, working
time reduction and a guaranteed minimum income. In the UK, too, such demaniis
as a ‘basic income’, seen as a strategy for undermining the relation between waork
and human needs embodied in the wage, have been taken up not only by (posl
Jautonomists but also by Greens and more traditional leftists. Such strategles
need to be judged in terms both of whether they come out of a real movemaent
(though this is still no guarantee of a communist content - vide social democracy)
and their historical context. In times of working class strength, it is possible thal
achieving demands such as a reduction in working-time might serve as a basis
from which we could push on towards ‘the point of no return’. But when the
working class is weak - as we are now - such demands merely contribute to the
dynamic of capital. The articles in this pamphlet on reforms already taking place
in Europe show very clearly how apparently radical demands, such as working
time reduction, have been gratefully co-opted as part of the post social
democratic project.

We have put this collection of articles together because we feel that each ol
them serves as an important contribution to a confrontation with and critique of
some of the prevailing currents in the political debate over how to take new
working class struggles forward. However, this collection does not necessarily
reflect a common project among the different groups; and nor do we necessarily
endorse every argument expressed here. Nevertheless, you will find some
common elements in the groups' perspectives - such as the refusal of work as &
basic element of working class struggle, and the conviction that working class
emancipation will come from working class self-activity not from mediators such
as trade unions which seek accommodation with capital and the state.

The critiques in this pamphlet refer to specific demands, but they also have
general applicability. The kind of radical-reformist strategies we are attacking
here are likely to re-emerge in different guises again and again until the link
between the struggle to mitigate alienation and the struggle against alienation
itself is finally realized and transcended, and human history can at last begin.

Aufheben, Summer 200()
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Preface:

Putting the critique of capitalism back on the agenda
Wildcat (Germany)

We are fed up with working more and more for lower
wages, being pushed around by the bosses and forced into
workfare schemes by the state. We are also fed up with
those who are helping to smooth the way for new methods
of exploitation, with their ‘radical’ demands for working
time reduction, for new social benefits - or worse still for

more jObS. Under threat of unemployment, previously radical types have
abandoned the critique of capitalism in favour of an alliance with the state to
defend the ‘good old days’ of social democracy and Keynesianism against ‘neo-
liberalism’. They no longer question the barbarism of the whole of society,
grounded in the daily control of our minds and bodies by the compulsion to work.
Instead of expressing the real anger of millions of people at the daily loss of our
lives in the workplace (the fundamental basis of capitalist social relations), they tell
us to regain the °‘primacy of politics over economics” and to demand a
‘humanitarian’ administration of the capitalist economy. But politics and the
economy are two sides of the same coin: the global workhouse.

The articles in this pamphlet deal with such political illusions, which have
become influential in campaigns against unemployment, for working time
reduction and for a guaranteed basic income. In examples from Britain, France,
Italy and Germany, it is shown exactly how campaigns for such demands have
provided a rationale for the state and employers to attack working conditions and
social benefits, to intensify exploitation - and above all, to stifle any radical
movement by the workers themselves.

~ After twenty years of losing ground for a fundamental critique of capitalism,
it is necessary to sweep away a lot of the ideological garbage. For those fighting the
deterioration of our living conditions, working time reduction or reformed social
benefits seem at face value to provide ideal demands for uniting people in
collective struggles. But working class history tells a different story. On the one
hand, the slogan of ‘working time reduction’ has served as a pretext to make
working time more flexible and to squeeze any free time out of working time; the
reform of the welfare state - as well as its very introduction, for that matter - was
never a genuine working class aim, but rather a concession to ease class tensions, to
atomize people and to subordinate their daily lives. On the other hand, real
struggles which confronted capital started, not from political parties or other
representative groups drawing up demands, but from the daily resistance of the
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working class to exploitation, their collective struggle and the reassertion of their
ability to confront and to suppress capital.

Demanding employment, working-time reduction and a minimum
guaranteed income - in order to prolong exploitation

This collection of articles analyzes recent developments in class relations, in order
to expose some of the main myths about the situations in different countries, and to
show how these myths (such as the reputation of the unemployed movement in
France and of working-time reduction in Germany) are used in other countries to
sell reformist campaigns as brand new politics.

Mouvement Communiste: Considerations of the agitations of the
unemployed and casual workers. In the winter of 1997-8, new actions in France
seemed to indicate the possible emergence of a new movement of the unemployed.
In some other countries, including Germany, this appearance was used by leftists to
try to stimulate a movement of the unemployed from above, looking for the best
demands with which to mobilize the unemployed. The article questions whether
there was a ‘movement’ at all, or merely a political campaign by some groups, and
offers a critique of the different ideologies of those involved in this campaign.

Aufheben: Unemployed recalcitrance and welfare restructuring in the
UK today. The background of new ‘make-work’ schemes by the state is the subject
of the article from Britain, about the Labour government's New Deal programme. It
points out that it is a clear attack on the culture of refusal and recalcitrance, which
emerged during the 1980s and which Thatcher failed to smash.

Wildcat: Reforming the welfare state in order to save capitalism. One of
the central demands of these campaigns all over Europe is the ‘guaranteed
minimum (or basic) income’. The article on this subject explains the role of such a
guaranteed income in the restructuring of the welfare state in the face of changed
class relations (e.g., the case of Germany). Without an understanding of this
context, we risk affirming illusions about the supposed ‘improvements’ provided
by such a minimum income and participating in the fixing of the social workhouse
with our demands and campaigns.

Wildcat: The thirty-five hour week: Lower incomes and more work. For
many people, including those on the radical left, working time reduction in
Germany looks like an exemplary success of the working class - beginning with the
first agreement in the direction of the 35-hour week in 1984, and up to the
spectacular introduction of the ‘four-day week’ by Volkswagen in 1994. This
article demonstrates how the 35-hour week served as a Trojan horse for
flexibilization, and how Volkswagen - in co-operation with the trade union
bureaucracy - used the 1994 crisis in car production to impose wage cuts and
flexible working practices on the workforce from above. In retrospect, the

Wildcat Putting the critique of capitalism back on the agenda

introduction of the so-called ‘working time reduction’ by many firms marked a
historical shift towards the extension of the working day. |

Precari Nati: The awkward question of times. The article on working time
reduction in Italy explains how working time reduction, whether by local or
national bargaining, is part of a strategy for capitalist restructuring anywhere. In the
Italian case, this is exemplified by the discrepancy between the negotiated working
times and the actual ones.

Mouvement Communiste: ‘Thirty-five hours’ against the proletariat.
‘Working time reduction’ was introduced in Germany with the help of the trade

unions, which are thoroughly integrated within Germany's political system. In
France, the same policy in the form of the Aubry Law was imposed by the state,
under the auspices of the leftist government. The application of the law, with its
provisions for the gradual introduction of the 35-hour week, has to be negotiated in
each company. This has given employers the welcome opportunity to intensify
exploitation and cut labour costs. Next on the agenda, is our observation of and
support for the first stirrings of industrial unrest against these attacks, which are
carried out in the name of ‘working time reduction’.
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Considerations of the agitations

of the unemployed and casual workers
Mouvement Communiste (France)

1. Objective wealth of the movement versus its lack of power

A provisional analysis of the agitations by unemployed and casual workers leads to
this first observation: their quality lies more in their social foundation than in their
striking power or their capacity to cut deeply at the heart of class relationships.
Rank and file militants of these movements experienced a sort of irreducible
dichotomy where feelings of impotence and illusions mingled themselves. A great
anger, very justified and widely shared by the impoverished proletarians, was
sufficient alone to sustain and to legitimize, in the eyes of their authors, short-lived
actions. Groups of desperate proletarian, excited by not entirely innocent and
disinterested media hype, irresistibly pushed by their destitution, threw themselves
into blind struggles of weak intensity and strong symbolic aspect.

As a whole, the actions failed in their objective of widening the audience and
the organization of the struggle to the immense mass of unemployed and casual
persons and even less to proletarians in longer term employment. Occupations of
the Assedics branches, of the ANPE head office, of EDF-GDF offices,! of the
railway stations etc, generally saw the participation of very few militants (an
average number of between 10 and 30 per initiative), in a situation of nearly
complete isolation between workers and employees. Unionists and ‘well-
intentioned’ association members, who served as a separating screen to all direct
encounters, always interfered between them. It goes without saying that the
‘associations of the unemployed’ and unions never used their capacity of
mobilization among proletarians with ‘steady’ jobs in order to bring them closer to
their more impoverished friends. They did on the other hand multiply the number
of Saturday afternoon demonstrations - the usual substitute for class unity, and a
prominent place for union apparatchnicks on parade.

As for actions sponsored by the extreme wings of the associations appointed
to the supervision of these struggles (occupations of the Ecole Normale, of the
Universities of Nanterre and Jussieu, quest for alms consisting in three shopping
trolleys of goods at the Leclerc stores of Pantin, gastronomic incursions at the
Coupole and Fouquet's restaurants), they were even more ineffectual and confused,
successful only in their cheap spectacular representation of the movement. Here,
one repeats as farce the '68-ist gesture in order to channel the more undisciplined
and nervous elements in the movement.

Unfortunately, due also to a cacophonous panoply of fundamentaly
innocuous demands, knowledge of the adversary's terrain and of the specific

I Assedics = the state body that manages the distribution of unemployment benefit; ANPE = the government
organization that supervises the unemployed and tries to find them work; EDF-GDF = Electricity de France and

Gas de France. 4
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mechanisms of oppression targeted lacked badly. As the actions went by, the hoped

for revelation through praxis - in struggle - of the particular chain of capitalist
oppression that holds prisoner the weakest part of the proletariat didn't really
progress. The experience gained by the participants in these actions risks proving
ineffectual when the fight recovers its impetus and leaves its embryonic state and
the democratic and consensual track that brought it into its present rut.

Thus, a parody of the class struggle went down the street without ever
succeeding - and for a very good reason - in really becoming threatening: neither to
the dominant social order, nor, less ambitiously, to the remaining welfare state
institutions. Yet, the vultures of standardized information made no mistakes: the
obsessive accent put on actions which implied directly only some thousands of
people at their highest point reveals the fear that the caricature may change
suddenly into tragedy for the dominant classes. Behind the expertly agitated
scarecrow of a May '98 of the ‘excluded’ - very unlikely in these conditions -
bosses exorcise concerns provoked by the fragmentation of a social body crossed
by successive crises of growing gravity and generally weak economic upturns.
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2. State exploitation of unemployed struggles |
This is not all. On the dominant class side, the anger of the dispossessed, as long as

it doesn't express itself on an independent footing and at the very height of its
suffering, offers the opportunity to lay down again in the heat of events - the terms
of oppression. That is precisely what happened during the recent agitations. By
means of some crumbs distributed in the shape of exceptional Christmas bonuses at
the height of the wave of occupations (a billion francs) - and of which the
individualized increase (on presentation of a special help demand file) continues in
moderate doses on the sly - the French government succeeded in placing in an
appreciable and attentive social environment its laws about employment for the
young and about exclusion and to focus attention of important parts of civil society
on its project of a law for a 35 hour week. Leaving a detailed analysis of these
proposals to another article (see ‘35 hours against the proletariat’, in this
collection), it would be useful to briefly summarize its expected aims and results.

These legislative devices have three main objectives: |

1) To decrease the impact of youth and long-term unemployment on the
cohesion of civil society. Existing at the two temporal extremities of working life
(at the end of the school programme and from 50-55 years?), this kind of
unemployment removes from the proletarian all hope of progress in his/her
condition, measured on the complete arc of his/her ‘active’ period. The feeling
takes root that one enters with increasing difficulties into the ranks of workers and
that it ends by an impoverishment and a premature expulsion from these same
ranks. This perception of things, henceforth extensively shared, greatly affects the
level of trust of proletarians in the dominating mode of production and in its State.
Thus, without fundamentally upsetting the imperious requirements of the job
market, many West European governments are now obliged to face the very
unpleasant political consequences of such a reality (abstentionism at the polls,
distrust of institutions, revolts, strikes, etc.), and to work on cosmetic solutions to
these problems. Whole batteries of measures are instituted: for the young, an
increase in schooling years, (diplomas for all), and further education (training ot all
kinds), diffusion of ‘atypical’ deskilled jobs, (CDD,? jobs partly or completely
financed by public funds, part-time work, seasonal work, flexibelised hours,
weekend work, paid work experience, etc.), and reductions of recruitment wages;
for the long term unemployed, partial or total early retirement, long-term training,
so-called jobs of collective benefit, and piloted, state financed access to “atypical’
jobs, until now, almost exclusively the privilege of the young. The desired result

2 In France, in 1995, half of the young between 15 and 25 were inactive; amongst those in work, 20% had a job
deemed ‘typical’ and 16% had part time jobs. In 1997, about 35% of people between 50 and 59 years old had no
work at all, and exactly half of those between 55 and 59 found themselves in this situation.

3 Contrat & durée déterminée (short-term contract); normally bosses cannot re-hire people at the end of a short-
term contract more than twice, but if the boss lets the worker off for a week she can go on being re-hired

indefiniétely.
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consists in sowing the illusion that these people have been pulled from the hell of

unemployment and, by this logic, that they ‘recovered their dignity’, as the now
totally exploited.

2) To increase the flexibility of the job market and to decrease the cost of
deskilled labour. As is well known, bosses complain incessantly of the excessively
high cost of the workforce and ask for increasingly extravagant budgetary
concessions (taxes on wages rather than on employers). For their part, governments
bustle about these °‘chantiers sociaux’ to satisfy the bosses' requirements,
meanwhile administering to proletarians - the object of their concentrated attentions
- doses of ideology so that they swallow the poison without protesting. The left has
always excelled in this project when it has taken office, and it is again the case
today. With the youth employment legislation, the left invents work of fixed hours
guaranteed for five years; young proletarians that accept these placements put back
at best for five years their real entry into the workforce, are shoved into posts with
very little or no prospects, and are paid at the SMIC (minimum wage) level. With
the social exclusion legislation, the ‘pluralist’ government aims also to submit the
unemployed to the mercy of the job market. This effectively means a set of
constraining devices that results for the unemployed person in the obligation to
accept any work with any conditions. With the law for a 35-hour week, in exchange
for the conditional promise of the creation of 150,000 new jobs, the Left attacks
‘dead time’ (the introduction of the distinction between actual work time and
contractual work time), imposes an overall decrease of the rates of overtime pay in
their pure and simple absorption into negotiated work hours (extension of ‘atypical’
work), erases the hourly SMIC rate and splits it (SMIC 35 hour s and SMIC 39
hours), destroys the barrier on the authorized length of the working day, (working-
time becomes measured annually, general application of weekend shift work, of
seasonal work and night work), following the example of the Robien law instituted
by a government of the Right (less than 20,000 jobs created until now), encourages
the decrease of overall wage rates ‘in exchange for secured or created jobs’ and in
any case institutes an indefinite freeze on wages (see the article ‘35-hours against
the proletariat’ in this collection). If with these measures the savings made by
companies on manpower costs have not yet been calculated by economic
forecasters, we expect that, in all probability, the bosses will come out of it the
winners! It is useful to recall at this point that ex-water-board boss Mr. Jean-Marie
Messier, chief executive officer of Vivendi - which became, by the recent
acquisition of Havas, the second biggest industrial/services group after EIf
Aquitaine - is one of the most committed supporters of the 35 hour week
legislation. And all this in the name of the struggle for work.

3) To put the unemployed in the workplace. This point is often
underestimated, but it is of great importance. The stagnation of real wages (since
the last economic crisis of the early 90s), the dizzy expansion of unemployment due




Mouvement Communiste Considerations of the unemployed agitations
to economic crises and technological advances,* the increase in job insecurity and

black market work (about 10% of GDP, according to the European Commission),
the temporal increase in the expected availability for work \endash daily, weekly
and yearly, (weekend work, overtime, seasonal work, night shifts, etc.), are
phenomena that have deeply affected the state of mind of proletarians and have
rendered them markedly more docile and resigned. But to workers who kept a
‘traditional’ steady job the feeling persisted that despite everything the jungle
stopped at the door of their workplace. This is going to change. With these new
laws, these workers will be blessed with the opportunity to help in this process in
their workshops and offices. After having witnessed it in the neighbourhood and on
the way to work, after having recognized it in the eyes of friends that in
increasingly great numbers sink into inactivity and shit work, and in the look of
distress of the newly part-time unemployed, they will also have to bear it during
their eight daily working hours. These hostages of dull toil are going to be
rebranded into menacing crosses, by bosses acting as priests of doom, to constantly
remind the general proletariat that worse is always possible - that any worker can at
any time be crucified in her turn. If the intermittently unemployed person is capable
of executing the same task as a worker in full time employment, the boss will let
the latter know that his job costs too much and is not flexible enough. If this is not
the case, the boss will accustom the worker to a situation in which wildly. varied
mixtures of regulations - not subject to the previous social deomocratic consensus -
results in a greatly increased number of wage levels (with, as its ultimate aim, a
complete deregulation of wage-level guarantees), and last but not least, a
‘management of human resources’ completely subject to the client. On top of this,
for the bosses' professional doormats, the presence of the ‘active’ unemployed will
provide opportunities to exercise their frustrated desire to rule and to strut about at
very little cost. |

The ambitious strategy of the Jospin government is to use the many
weaknesses of this mini revolt of the unemployed to reduce even further the many

4 Behind this very fashionable concept we can note firstly that production has progressed well beyond the home
market, following the example of their foreign counterpart, the big French conglomerates have reinforced their
internationalisation and have set up new units of production where the market is growing faster than in Western
Europe. On the other hand, because of the continuing sluggishness of the French market, less and less supported
by state funding (from 1993 onwards, the amount of state funding as part of GDP has slowly decreased; in 1997,
it was 54.7% against 55.2% in 1996), French investments have been targeted more on the rationalisation and
modernisation of existing production methods than on their increase. Secondly, the mechanisation of a large part
of intellectual work and the increased automation of manual work, obtained by the introduction of a lot of new
electronic tools, (computers, telecommunication), have decisively eliminated many occupations (typists, book-
keepers, etc). Today 40,000 secretarial and administrative jobs disappear every year. The result is that in France,
between 1990 and 1997, according to DARE (the research department of the employment ministry), employment
has remained effectively stable (+0.1%). Only service industries with the smallest technological component
increased their workforce between 1990 an 1997 (+8.0%). And this when the workforces of industry and
construction have decreased during the same period by 13.5% and 17.0% respectively. Unskilled workers of these
two sectors have decresed even more than the figures indicated above. Indeed, at 23.6%, the rate of unemployed
for the unskilled is almost double that of the whole working population.
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segmental splits (between geographical regions, between manual and intellectual
work, between professions, between levels of pay, between sexes, ages and ethnic
origins, etc), which, from the point of view of capital, ossify the job market. But
most of all, following the example of their British counter-parts, it is on course to
accomplish the perilous feat of at least partly destroying the barrier between work
and the dole. Henceforth, thanks to the ‘nationaux-pluriel’, the unemployed will be
employable as unemployed, all unemployed will be called up to contribute to the
production of goods and to the reproduction of the dominant social relations (police
assistants, school helpers, etc.), without diminishing their extreme economic
vulnerability, and without the stigma of poverty disappearing. Concurrently, wage
earners will increasingly measure the very short distance that today separates them
from the unemployed.

3. Rank and file militants - prisoners of trade-unionism and of
teaching by example

If an initial balance sheet was to be made of the recent struggles of the unemployed
and casual workers, next to the small crumbs obtained here and there, (suspension
of electricity cut-offs, food vouchers, a few hundred francs taken here and there for
different reasons, more respect in the Assedics, free photocopying, etc.), would be
the incorporation of the new organisations representing the unemployed (AC!,
Apeis, MNCP and the CGT committee)s into the official processes of negotiations
between ‘social partners’ with the aim of participating in the management of dole
funds.

Do the destitute dream and fight for a world without anguish and want? The
concrete translation of their dreams is realised in the launching into the orbit of
social democratic institutions of capital a new generation of trade unionists! The
confusion and weakness of the current movement is for many due to the fact that it
is determined by this disappointing dead-end, but this doesn\rquote t explain
everything. There is also an almost complete lack of independent political
expression of the movement.

Nevertheless, as we argued during the most important recent movements (in
France and Belgium: the rail strikes of 1986, of the Peugeot-Sochaux workers in
October 1989, of the Renault-Cleon workers at the end of 1991, the struggle of
Belgian workers against the global plan of autumn 1993 and those of the Air
France ground staff in October of the same year, the strike of Gec-Alsthom workers

5 AC! (Agir Ensemble Contre le Chomage: ‘Action together against unemployment’); association campaigning
against unemployment. Apeis (Association pur I’entraide, I’information et la solidarité: ‘Association for
employment, information and solidarity’); founded by the French Communist Party (CP). MNCP (Mouvement
national des chomeurs et precaires: ‘National movement of unemployed and insecure workers’). CGT
(Confédération Générale du Travail); the French CP’s union federation.

6 SNCF = state railway; RATP = Paris public transport authority (Metro).
7 In France, 1997 was marked by the lowest number of hours lost to strikes since 1935.
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of Belfort and Bourgne of Nov/Dec '94, the industrial strikes of the spring of 1995
and those of the public sector in Nov/Dec of the same year, the long strife at
Renault-Vilvoorde and at the ironworks at Clabecq in 1997), this does not mean an
absence of political development amongst the most engaged proletarians. at Belin,
at Flins, at Sochaux, at Belfort and Bourogne, at Cléon, on the runways of Roissy
‘and Orly, in certain depots and workshops of the SNCF and the RATP¢ or among
certain local government employees of the Parisian suburb, at Vilvoorde and
Clabecq, even in certain committees of unemployed and casual workers the
political discussion is lively. The need for a political expression for the ideas
generated and/or confirmed by the unrest is still much needed. Despite this,
confidence is lacking, delegation remains the rule and political expression 1s slow
in coming into being.

Trade unionism obscures with a net of falsely realist and reasonable
opportunities (demands and negotiations) the aspirations of proletarians set on
independence and on a political struggle covering the entirety of the conditions of
exploitation. Many proletarians consider the new trade-unionism little more than a
lesser evil compared with complete inaction, capitulation or a romantic struggle
fought in vain. Therefore, the limitation of the political quality of these struggles,
we are sure, is born of the pursuit of a ‘transition period that lasts indefinitely’. A
period’ which demands that communists intervene at the heart of these movements
brandishing the weapon of the critique of trade unionism and of the emasculation
by it of working class struggles. The workers need revolutionary political openings
which are recognisable, clear and organized.

The critique of trade unionism must not however end up in obsessively
repeating exhortations for the revolution (an empty and meaningless word in
present conditions), or, worse, in the negation of all specific demands made by the
working class. What we are seeking to target with our critique 1s not the search for
improvement - always threatened - in the condition of the exploited, but the trade
unionism which separates the defensive struggles of the communist political
perspective in order to integrate them into the many devices of capitalist social

democracy. Trade unionism makes of the inevitable economic struggles between

buyers and sellers in the job market a choice, a horizon willed and determined
unsurpassable, enough in itself. This is what needs to be challenged.

Independent working class organizations, when they exist, must be careful to
avoid the trap of the representation of defensive struggles by structures predisposed
or appointed to this end by the enemy. It has no where been proved that for the
exploited class to win in its struggles it needs to arm itself with a whole panoply of
hierarchical organisations, each corresponding to a specific field of the class war. If
we look at the real history of the class struggle, all sorts of organisational
combinations have been employed: working class parties with or without trade
unions, more or less political trade unions with or without a party, councils and

militias with or without parties and/or trade unions - none of these hopeful
10
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combinations have proved capable of securing victory. However, even when

struggles see the birth of a whole group of ad hoc organisations, the dynamic of the
movement, if it is not interrupted, tends always to their unification, to their fusion
at the service of the maximum concentration of available proletarian force. This is a
necessary process when confrontations become decisive. As of today, we want to
invite the working class vanguard to help us understand this concrete logic.

The workers' committees that arise out of class struggle must assume and lead
the political revolutionary fight by re-connecting it to its material base: the daily
struggle of the ‘economic’ interests of the workers.

It is only when a sufficiently strong, broad and representative system of such
organizations have come into being that we will have access to the key to the
practical problem of the independent political representation of the proletariat. For
this, we must concentrate all our energies in constructing a network of political
workers' committees. To postpone to better days (when the class struggle carries
well-developed communist ideas) the development of the political self-constitution
of the proletariat, means simply to give it up for ever. Regarding this, nothing
would be more harmful than to think that we are at the stage of the economic
struggle and that we can only take on the political struggle when we have
completely solved the former. This would amount to defending the idea that the
political revolutionary struggle is independent of the relationships of production
and the tensions that cross it. Despite this, the proliferation of a relatively
‘alternative’ trade unionism would in no way constitute a stage in this process. It
would mean, on the contrary, a major obstacle on the steep road ahead. Today, this
understanding of things is unfortunately rarely shared by the more radical elements
of the proletariat. At the moment, most prefer to reduce their actions to so called
alternative trade unionism, to cut a small space at the heart of the trade unionist

~cage, and to throw all their energies into propagandist, minority actions, with the

goal of ‘raising the consciousness’ of class comrades to ‘train’ them in the struggle.
With the trade unionist short cut comes the fragile safety valve of an anger
expressed in a harmless and ephemeral way through punchy actions carried out by a
few in the name of those that they claim to represent. And in the hope that the
media will notice them... The politically passive fall-back of trade unionism is
enmeshed with vague, irresolute protest and vanguardism, and even worse, 1s
reduced to a travesty, a caricature of the class struggle. All of it accompanied by a
glaring lack of understanding of the terrain and of the real power relationships. The
recent unrest by the destitute have provided a new, life-size illustration of this.
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Unemployed recalcitrance

- and welfare restructuring in the UK today
Aufheben (UK)

1 Introduction |
In recent years, unemployment and similar welfare benefits - the dole - have

become a focus of struggle in the UK. The small group which produces Aufheben
has been involved in this struggle. As proletarians who at times use the dole as a
means of subsistence, fighting to defend it is an expression of our own needs. But
such a fight has consequences beyond the particular needs of the unemployed. The
main tack we took up in fighting on this issue was to assert the connection of the
dole and wages. The dole tends to act as a floor to wages. Undermine that floor and
wages are also undermined. Thus we argued that the current government attack on
the dole needs to be seen as part of a broad restructuring programme designed to re-
orient the class to accept more work, worse conditions and less money.

This article describes how the dole arose through the inclusion of working class
needs in the social democratic state. With the retreat of social democracy, the
British state has repeatedly sought to ‘reform’ welfare. The recent ‘New Deal’ for
- the unemployed is an example of this. While carried out by the Labour Party,
traditionally associated with social democracy, it is a policy of ‘welfare reform’
which accepts many of the ‘neo-liberal’ premises of the previous (Conservative)

government but which seeks to develop a new agenda. We suggest that, despite the

pecullarltles of the UK, what has been happening here is relevant to developments
in the rest of Europe.

2 The triumph and retreat of social democracy in the UK
The Second World War was the turning point for UK capital and the working class
this century, in that it cleared the way for the consolidation of Fordist mass
production and mass consumption (“pile 'em high, sell 'em cheap’’). Before the war,
these production relations had been a source of intense class conflict, especially in
the United States, where they were pioneered. War, and the US victory, cleared the
way for introducing these relations throughout the Western bloc. However, this
restructuring of capitalist relations of production and reproduction could not simply
be imposed on the working class, particularly in the victorious countries. Unions
and social democratic parties were needed to integrate the working class into these
new relations.

The previous ‘mode of accumulation’ was based on restricting the supply of
commodities in order to obtain monopoly prices with which to accommodate the

' The capitalist mode of production is, of course, an essential category for grasping the present form of class

society defined by generalized commodity production and wage-labour, where the ruling class extracts surplus-
labour in the form of surplus-value (which is divided into profit, rent, interest etc.). But beyond this level of

analysis it seems necessary to periodize the capitalist mode of production to grasp the changes that are occurring.
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demands of skilled and organized sections of the working class. By contrast,
Fordism entailed the unfettered expansion of production. Capital's real domination
and ‘scientific’ development of the labour process allowed a continual rise in the
productivity of labour. In return for conceding control over the labour process, the
working class was virtually guaranteed continually rising real wages within the
limits of the growth in productivity. These higher wages then provided the demand
for the ever increasing production of commodities - cars, washing machines etc. -

by Fordist industry. The new mode of accumulation was given stability through the

UK, along with other Western economies, signing up to the Bretton Woods system
of fixed exchange rates, according to which each national currency was committed
to maintain a fixed parity to the dollar. All this was the basis of the Keynesian
economic strategy of demand management and investment in the public sector
adopted by successive British governments of both main political parties.

Socially, an essential precondition of Fordism was the establishment of a ‘post-
war settlement’. Pressure from the working class, and ruling class fear of
revolution, led to the provision following the second world war of comprehensive
and inclusive welfare, corporatism (tripartite organizations and trade union rights),
full employment and wealth redistribution through taxation. In effect, the working
class exchanged the desire for revolution or further social changes in return for the
inclusion of its demands within the state and capital. The ‘gains’ for the working
class - for example, free health care, universal welfare system, social housing -
necessarily involved its demobilization. Working class communities were broken
up as new housing estates were built. The old networks of mutual aid and solidarity
were replaced by the bureaucratic administration of welfare etc. At the same time,
rising real wages necessarily involved an intensification and monotonization of
work.

With these ‘gains’, social democracy - that is, the representation of the working
class as labour within capital and the bourgeois state, politically through social
democratic parties, and economically through trades wunions - had finally
triumphed. The precondition for any revolutionary movement thus became an
attack on this representation. The working class had to overcome the social-
democratic containment of its struggle.

The post-war settlement could only be sustained through the economic
conditions of the post-war boom; yet it also tended to undermine these very
economic conditions. By the late 1960s, the terms of the post-war settlement were
an increasing burden on UK capital and served to strengthen the hand of the

The concept of a “‘mode of accumulation’ is a means to do this. However, it must be remembered that this concept
has been developed by the academic Regulation School in a structuralist and technological determinist
framework. For us, when describing the features of such periods it is essential to recognize that the foundation 1s
the balance of forces in the class struggle and not the objectified expressions of this. Thus, though finding the
concept of ‘Fordism’ useful for grasping the nature of the post-war boom, we don't accept the concept of “post-
Fordism’, which is often taken to mean post-capitalism. For an interesting discussion of this, see F. Gambino ‘A
critique of the Fordism of the Regulation School’ in Common Sense 19.
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working class. Workers' demands for more money and less work began to exceed
the limits of the social democratic compromise. In 1974, a strike by the miners, the
strongest section of the UK working class, toppled the Conservative government.
The incoming Labour government tried to defuse class militancy within the terms
of social democracy. In order to restrain rising wage demands, a ‘social contract’,
mediated by the unions, attempted to impose equality of sacrifice on all sections of
the working class. However, this collapsed in the winter of discontent (1978-9)
when many of the key sectors of the working class struck, bringing the country
almost to a standstill.

Subsequently, the Thatcher government abandoned the post-war consensus and
asserted instead the right of capital to manage. Central to Thatcher's restructuring
was both anti-strike legislation and an abandonment of any attempt to mitigate or
curb mass unemployment. From the point of view of capital, the Thatcherite
restructuring was highly successful. Britain moved from the country leading the
industrialized world in terms of strikes and worker ‘bloody-mindedness’ to one
having the lowest level of strikes and the most cowed workforce. Much of the
leadership of the labour movement in effect accepted Thatcher's assertion that there
was ‘no alternative’; the idealistic illusions of progressive social democracy gave
way to the ‘new realism’ of accommodation to the market. Politically, the
development of ‘New Labour’ has been the result.

3 Mass unemployment and ‘dole autonomy’
‘New Labour’ represents the recognition by the political leadership of British social

democracy that the re-definition of the post-war settlement begun by Thatcher was
irreversible but incomplete. One reason that the re-definition is incomplete is that
many sections of the working class have yet to be fully re-integrated into the
discipline of the market. To understand this, and hence the importance of work to
the “New Labour’ project, we must look at some of the unforeseen consequences of
Thatcher's strategic use of mass unemployment.

Mass unemployment certainly had the desired effect on many sectors of the
labour market - eliminating at a stroke some of the most militant. The virtual
eradication of the mining industry is the key example. Yet the other central aim of
the strategy of mass unemployment - to rein in wage levels through creating a
reserve army of labour - remained essentially unfulfilled. In effect, a dual labour
market emerged. The problem for British capital was that large numbers of people
simply got used to long-term unemployment. Those outside work were perceived
by the bosses as being unemployable - lacking not just ‘skills’ but basic work-
discipline. So rather than this reserve army of labour creating competition and
pressure on wages, the ‘recalcitrance’ of the unemployed had the effect that, in
many sectors, existing workers were simply poached across enterprises and were
still able to command relatively high wages. Large sectors of British capital
therefore remained uncompetitive.
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Most unemployed people certainly sought work, if only because they needed
the money. Others, albeit a minority, tried to turn the dearth of jobs to our
advantage. Thus, in the 1980s, the dole was the basis of a number of creative
projects and movements, some of which were overtly political. In effect, the dole
became the trouble-maker's grant. This has continued into the 1990s. For example,
many of the most committed anti-roads militants would not have been able to
occupy trees etc. without the dole. One could say that the ‘refusal of work’, a
militant tendency which had developed in the workplaces in the 1960s and 70s,
now became displaced onto the dole. With such displacement came a certain degree
of marginalization, however. While the earlier ‘refusal of work’ threatened to
spread across workplaces and thus form links between different workers and to
those outside the workplace, the new ‘dole autonomy’ too often entails forms of
individualism and lifestylism. This becomes clearer when we examine the
fragmented responses of people to the current attacks on the dole.

Throughout the 1980s, there had been various attempts to tighten dole
regulations. Most had little effect, largely through dole-workers' preferences for an
easy life. In 1996, the Job Seeker's Allowance (JSA) was introduced as a more
concerted attempt to deal with this problem of the recalcitrance of the unemployed
sector of the labour market. The JSA entailed a harsher benefits regime, codifying
and systematizing the pressure on unemployed claimants to seek work (any work)
or get off the dole. The JSA was openly part of ‘neo-liberal’ ideology,” being
designed to increase the effectiveness of the industrial reserve army and hence
competition on the labour market, driving down wages at the bottom end.

- The main organized opposition to the JSA took two forms. First, a small anti-
JSA network of anarchist and similar groups from around the country was formed.
These ‘Groundswell’ groups were often connected to claimants' unions or
community action groups. Most participants were unemployed themselves, and had

* “‘Neo-liberal’ ideology is an expression of the freedom of global finance capital. In response to the class
struggles of the 60s and 70s and the difficulties in maintaining accumulation, states took actions (e.g., by
abandoning Bretton Woods) which in effect created the conditions for the development of the relative autonomy
of global finance capital. Through taking this more autonomous form, capital could outflank areas of working
class strength. A situation was created in which governments of nation states could claim that they had no
freedom of manoeuvre but rather had to compete in terms of labour flexibility, social costs etc. to maintain
competitiveness and attract investment. The ‘neo-liberal’ ideology and practices which Britain and the USA
promoted were only the harshest examples of this move by states to present aggressive measures against their
working classes as dictated by an external force. The “Third Way’ policies these states now champion are largely
a continuation of the same attacks with a softened rhetoric but similar appeal to ‘new global realities’. Opponents
of ‘neo-liberalism’ and ‘globalization’ fall into the trap of opposing the state to capital and then appealing to the
state to tame the economy. They are also wont to whine about the irresponsibility of capital and complain that
democratic institutions are being undermined. It must be remembered that democratic states have participated in
the creation of the structures of the global economy and the current relation between finance and industrial
capital. The political and economic, rather than distinct spheres, are two sides of the same coin of capitalist
domination. From the proletarian perspective it must always be remembered that finance capital even in its more
autonomous global manifestation is not a separate entity but is simply a form that capital takes. It is ultimately
dependent on always coming back to concrete labour - to exploitation and insubordination. The class struggle
must be fought out with real workers in concrete situations.
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in an important sense chosen to be so. Although the Groundswell network held a
few marches, pickets and occupations, attempts to build local solidarity through
leafleting and advice (e.g., on getting through Jobcentre interviews) were more
prevalent.

Second, many Jobcentre (dole) workers themselves were opposed to the JSA,
since the new regime threatened to increase the policing aspect of their work and
hence bring them into conflict with claimants. The Jobcentre workers' strike in the
winter of 1995-6 was not over the JSA as such (due in part to the terms of the anti-
strike legislation mentioned above), and certainly did not lead to a direct victory for
the workers. But it served both to delay the implementation of the JSA by three
months and to undermine its effectiveness, particularly the ability of management
to impose performance-related pay, whereby dole-workers are rewarded according
to the number of claimants that they pressurize off the dole.

The Jobcentres in Brighton came out on indefinite strike. Those of us involved
in the anti-JSA campaign in Brighton argued that shared action with dole-workers
was a practical necessity. Moreover, Jobcentres are a section of the civil service
which has seen increasing proletarianization; many dole-workers are on low pay
and short-term contracts, and are very similar to the claimants they process.
Claimants in the anti-JSA campaign group therefore joined workers on the picket-
line. We explained to other claimants that the strike was in their interests. A victory
for the Jobcentre workers would strengthen their hand against management, and
hence against the implementation of the JSA.

On the basis of the joint action during the Jobcentre strike, the Brighton
claimants action group established links with militant dole-workers. Support from
organized claimants encouraged dole-workers to resist management demands; and
dole-workers passed on information and discussed tactics with organized claimants.
On the day the JSA was finally introduced (October 1996) over 300 people laid
siege to all the town's Jobcentres; dole-workers used the siege as an opportunity to
down tools, bringing the new regime into chaos. Unfortunately, however, such
scenes were not repeated elsewhere. Since then, although the JSA is now in force,
Brighton Jobcentres are among the most lenient in the country; Jobcentre workers
here have a reputation for discreet acts of solidarity at the counter when it comes to
filling in JSA forms.

The demonstration against the JSA was perhaps the high point of the claimants'
‘movement’. Since then, there have been a number of minor successes against a
small-scale workfare scheme, ‘Project Work’, in which a number of claimants were
forced to work for their dole for local charities. Militant pickets and occupations
forced many of these charities into humiliating climb-downs. Yet this workfare
scheme was poorly funded and lacking popular legitimacy; it was easy for small

groups of militants to damage it.
Our problem is that the claimants ‘movement’ has simply failed to take off. Tt

has been enormously difficult for those of us on the dole to compose ourselves
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collectively. Most claimants
feel that they can avoid the
sanctions of the JSA through
their own initiatives. Moreover,
even most of those who treat
the dole as the trouble-maker’s
grant likewise adopt almost

exclusively individual
solutions: bluffs, signing off,
moving away, petty

entrepreneurship, going to
university etc. For all the vigour
of recent dole-based movements
(ecological, ‘D1Y” etc.),
|| collectively they fail to defend

i the very conditions that make
' their lifestyles and movements
of resistance possible. As a
movement, they think they can
simply ignore the threat to the

G AN SN - dole.
& SR e ;a)”,_é;,—;:_,«y,,-g The Government's problem,
913 however, was that the JSA itself
was not enough in the face of
general unemployed

recalcitrance. The lack of ‘job readiness’ among too many people, whether
conscious or otherwise, represented a major obstacle to restructuring. A further
push was needed to deliver more employable workers to the labour market. The

‘New Deal’ represents such a push.

4 A ‘New Deal’ for the unemployed
Most attempts by the Conservative government to attack benefits were met by

cynicism and passive resistance. Labour, on the other hand, as the party that
‘created the welfare state’, claims to be the one that can be trusted to ‘reform’ it.
The ‘New Deal’ for the young unemployed - a ‘menu’ of job-counselling,
subsidized employment and work experience placements - is part of New Labour's
‘Welfare to Work® strategy. Welfare to Work is described as the government's
flagship policy, since it embodies New Labour's key ‘values’: “partnership’ in place

‘Do it Yourself’. See our articles ‘Kill or chill? Analysis of the opposition to the Criminal Justice Bill’ in
Aufheben 4, Summer 1995, and “The pOllthS of anti-road struggle and the struggles of anti-road politics: The case
of the No M11 Link Road Campaign’ in DiY Culture: Party & Protest in Nineties Britain (ed. George McKay;

Verso, 1998). (Text version available from Aufheben: see address on back page.)
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of class conflict (because New Labour wants business to participate in the
socialization of the unemployed);* the social role of work and the importance of the
work-ethic in providing self-respect; and the fair exchange of rights to benefits for
the duty to seek and accept the work or placements offered. The New Deal
represents a departure from the overtly punitive ‘neo liberal’ approach of the last
government, to a more integrative approach - but not the integration of social
democracy.

By offering people ‘training’ and personalized job-counselling, the New Deal
claims to give claimants what they want - a toe-hold in the labour market. Yet it is a
work-experience programme which doesn't actually create any jobs, and its bedrock
is the harsh JSA sanctions regime: refuse the counselling or the New Deal ‘options’
and you lose all your benefits.

The origins of the New Deal lie in old Labour-left job-creation programmes,
themselves part of broader economic strategies. Such old left strategies included
Keynesian policies of investment in the public sector which would increase the
demand for labour. This reflation of the economy would characteristically be
combined with controls on imports and capital movements. A programme like the
New Deal would be the supply-side counterpart of such an economic strategy,
training the unemployed to take the newly created jobs. But New Labour entails the
dumping of left Keynesian economic strategies in favour of a rigid ‘neo-liberal’

~ economic orthodoxy. For example, the setting of interest rates has been handed

over to the Bank of England, and public spending is to be kept strictly within limits
determined by inflation targets. However, the ‘training scheme’ part of the old
strategy, in the form of the New Deal, is retained from the past.

Within a broad strategy of abandoning social democracy, what function is
served by retaining the ‘training’ element of an old left programme? Ideologically,
ripping this kind of policy out of its social democratic context fits with the New
Labour values of °‘rights and responsibilities’. Thus, the government offers
claimants the ability to make themselves competitive on the labour market; in
return, it expects us to compete harder for the existing jobs. This is what they mean
by ‘empowering job-seekers’ and ending their ‘social exclusion’. The New Deal 1s
a social democratic policy in appearance which is turned to the service of la