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The r e v o l t  a g a i n s t .  i n d u s t r i a l  c a p i t a l i s m .  began. a s .  c a p i t a l i s m  . 

. . 

f i r s t  came i n t o  b e i n g ,  and probably won't  end u n t i l  i n d u s t r i a l  

c a p i t a l i s m  d i sappea r s .  The new system became v i s i b l e  i n  ~ u r o ~ e  

about two hundred yea r s  ago, as .more  and more weavers,  sp inne r s ,  

shoemakers, metalsmiths  and o ther .  p roducers  found themselves working 

t o r  a  d a i l y  wage under t h e  d i r e c t  c o n t r o l  of o t h e r  people  who owned 

the workplace, t h e  t o o l s , ' t h e  raw m a t e r i a l s  and t h e  goods be ing  
. . 

produced. By a  cen tu ry  ago, t h a t  s o r t  of c a p i t a l i s t  o rgan iza t ion  
. . 

' . was w e l l  on i t s  way t o  squeezing out  o t h e r  forms of i n d u s t r i a l  

p roduct ion  i n  most western coun t r i e s ;  i nc lud ing  t h e  United S t a t e s .  

Today mdst 'of u s  who' produce anyth ing  t h a t  , o the r  people buy work 

f o r  a  wage on someone e l s e ' s  p roper ty .  That someone ' e l se  owns the  

equipmentand  m a t e r i a l s  w e  u se ,  t ' e l l s  u s w h e n ,  how and f o r  -what 

purpose t'o use  them, monitors ou r  work, and has  a  ' g r ea t  d e a l  of 

c o n t r o l  over  whether we work a t  a l l .  I n  two hundred y e a r s - i n d u s t r i a l  

c a p i t a l i s m  has  absorbed the .wor ld  of work i n  most w e s t e r n - c o u n t r i e s .  

People o f t e n  took up t h e  new type  of work w i l l i n g l y ,  s i n c e  , 

it was b e t t e r  than  s t a r v i n g  a s  a  land-poor farmer o r  a s  an unemployed 

craf tsman.  Y e t  people d i s l i k e d  and r e s i s t e d  many f e a t u r e s  of t h e  

system from . the s t a r t .  Most.of your a n c e s t o r s  and m i n e , f o u r  o r  

f i v e  gene ra t ions  back, took p a r t  somehow i n  t h e  r e s i s t a n c e .  I n  some 

Th i s  is  t h e  r ev i sed  t e x t  of a  t e l e v i s i o n  l e c t u r e  prepared f o r  a  
dourse  on Work and Soc ie ty  organized f o r  Wayne S t a t e  Un ive r s i t y ' s  , 

TV C o l 1 e g e . b ~  ~ h r i s t o p h e r  Johnson. A s  u s u a l ,  I am g r a t e f u l  t o  t h e  
. Nat iona l  Science Foundation f o r  suppor t  of t h e  background r e sea rch .  



. ways, t r a c i n g  t h e  r e v o l t  a g a i n s t  i n d u s t r i a l  c a p i t a l i s m  amounts t o  

checking ' t h e  h i s t o r i e s  of our  own f a m i l i e s  a s  thei coped wi th  work 

i n  f a c t o r i e s ,  mines and s t h e r  p roduc ing .o rgan iza t ions  owned and managed. 

by o t h e r  people.  

To t h i n k  . . .about our  fami ly  h i s t o r i e s ,  we . h a v e ' t o  s e p a r a t e .  t h e  

t imes when many people got  t oge the r  and ac t ed  openly from t h e  every'day, 

i n d i v i d u a l ,  o f t e n  hidden,  forms o f ' r e v o l t .  The everyday forms inc lude  

c a l l i n g  i n  s i c k ,  sabotaging  t h e  machine o r  t h e - p r o d u c t ,  slowing down 

o r  working by r u l e ,  t r a d i n g  jobs  wi thout  walking o f f  with 

company p rope r ty ,  r e f u s i n g  t o  wear your s a f e t y  goggles ,  and t h e  dozen 

o t h e r  t h i n g s  bosses  c a l l  s l ack ing ,  s t e a l i n g  o r  breaking t h e  r u l e s .  

Sometimes . those of us  who do t h e s e  t h i n g s  a r e  j u s t  making a  l i t t l e  

more room f o r  ou r se lves  t n  t h e  system, and sometimes we a r e  d e l i b e r a t e l y  

t r y i n g  t o  g e t  b a c k , a t  t h e  boss .  These forms of r e v o l t  have t h e i r  oyn 

h i s t o r y .  But i t ' s  a  complicated h i s t o r y ,  and much of i t  is  i n v i s i b l e .  

NO one has  put  i t  a l l  t oge the r .  A l l  we 'know i s  t h a t  t h e  t h i n g s  

bosses  s e e  a s  s l a c k i n g ,  s t e a l i n g  and breaking  t h e ' r u l e s  have been 

common s i n c e  people s t a r t e d  working f o r  bosses .  For anything more 
, 

sys t ema t i c  than  t h a t ,  w e h a v e  t o  t u r n  t o  t h e  b igge r ,  more v i s i b l e ,  

c o l l e c t i v e  farms of r e v o l t ;  . . 

S t a r t i n g  i n .  t h e  e igh teen th  cen tu ry ,  we can s e e  four  over lapping  . 

phases of . t h e  r e v o l t  a g a i n s t  i n d u s t r i a l  cap i t a l i sm.  ~ e t "  s . c a l l  those  

phases - shock -9 wave r i v a l r y ,  downhil l  s l i d e  and power s t r u g g l e .  I n  

t h e  shock wave, people whose own work l a y  o u t s i d e  t h e  new i n d u s t r i a l  -- 

system a c t e d  a g a i n s t  i t s  pre l iminary  and i n d i r e c t  e f f e c t s  by a t t a c k i n g  

people they  .regarded a s  p r o f i t e e r i n g ,  o r  by . pu t t i ng  p re s su re  on l o c a l  - 

. a u t h o r i t i e s  t o  c o r r e c t  i n j u s t i c e .  I n  t h e  phase of r i v a l r y ,  workers .. 



t r i e d  t o  defend t h e i r  own more o r  l e s s  independent l i v e l i h o o d s  by 

going a f t e r  t h e  people ,  machines and o rgan iza t ions  i n  t h e  new system 

t h a t  were unde rcu t t i ng  them. The downhil l  s l i d e  was t h e  f a t e  of 

s k i l l e d  independent workers a s  d e c l i n i n g  oppor tun i ty  forced  them 

. . i n t o  wage work f o r  o t h e r  people;  t hey  fought  t o  hold onto  a s  much of 

. . their adtonomy and t h e i r . c o n t r o 1  of product ion  d e c i s i o n s  a s  they  

could.  I n  t h e  power s t r u g g l e ,  workers who had no r e a l  a l t e r n a t i v e  

t o  ' f u l l - t i m e  wage wdrk fought  f o r  b e t t e r  working cond i t i ons ,  b e t t e r  

pay and more s a y  i n  d e c i s i o n s  a f f e c t i n g  how and when they  worked. 

We can g e t  a  sense  of what went on i n  each phase by looking 

a t  one s tandard  form o f .  a c t i o n  from t h a t '  phase. I n  t h e  shock wave -- 
we have an example t h a t  seems u n l i k e l y  a t  f i r s t  g lance .  It i s  t h e  

. . 

food r i o t .  I n  e igh teen th  and n i n e t e e n t h  century  Europe and North 

America, when a c u t e  food sho r t ages  developed 'and. p r i c e s  r o s e  

sha rp ly ,  t h e  peop le  of a p a r t i c u l a r  town o r  v i l l a g e  o f t e n  a c t e d  

toge the r .  sometimes they commandeered g r a i n  t h a t  was through 

on i t s  way t o  market elsewhere o r  i n  s t o r a g e  f o r  f u t u r e  marketing, 

and put  i t  i n  a pub l i c  granary.  Sometimes they  forced  a , b a k e r ,  miller 

o r  merchant t o  s e l l  below t h e  c u r r e n t  market p r i c e ,  o r  even s o l d  t h e  

goods themselves a t  t h e  p r i c e  they  cons tdered  r i g h t ,  then  turned t h e  

. money over t o  t h e  me.rchant a f te rward .  Sometimes they  went t o  th'e town 

h a l l  and demanded t h a t  t h e  mayor commandeer g r a i n  o r  f i x  p r i c e s .  And 

sometimes they  roughed up t h e  bake r ,  t h e  m i l l e r ,  t h e .  merchant o r  t h e  

mayor who r e s i s t e d ,  broke up h i s  wagon, o r  smashed h i s  windows. 

o u t s i d e r s  and l o c a l  a u t h o r i t i e s  c a l l e d  those  even t s  food r i o t s ' .  

One example is  a  s e r i e s  of food r i o t s  t h a t  swept southern  

England i n  1766; That yea r ,  t h e  whole a r c  of towns.and v i l l a g e s  from. 
. . 
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which London drew i ts  g r a i n ,  and from which England o r d i n a r i l y  

exported g r a i n  t o  t h e  Continent  i n  good t imes ,  threw up c d n f l i c t  a f t e r  

c o n f l i c t .  I n  Norwich, a t e x t i l e  ' cen te t  t o  t he . ' no r theas t  of London, 

t h e  m u l t i p l e  food r i o t s  included s tandard  marke t ' con f . l i c t s  a s  w e l l  a s  

a t t a c k s  on t h e  malthouses which he id  g r a i n  awa i t i ng  shipment. There 

t h e  mayor and counc i l  mounted a  many-pronged defense:: arming t h e  

I I respec tab le1 '  c i t i z e n s .  a g a i n s t  t h e  r i o t e r s ,  muzzling t h e  l o c a l  news- 

papers ,  c a l l i n g  i n .  dragoons from o u t s i d e ,  ' and exhor t ing  t h e  poor t o  

keep calm. A pos t e r  a d d r e s s e d . t o -  p o t e n t i a l  r i o t e r s  r ead :  
. . 

TO THE POOR . . 

. . 

The'MAGISTRATES.pity you, and you may b e . a f f u r e d  they w i l l  u f e  
every Endeavour t o  o b t a i n  PLENTY and CHEAPNESS of PROVISIONS. 

The g r e a t e r  Quant i ty  which is brought  t o  Market t h e  more 
p l e n t i f u l  .and cheaper i t  muft be. 

But i f  t h e  Country a r e  d r iven  o u t ,  a n d . n o t  f u f f e r e d  t o  come i n  
Peace, t h e r e  can be  n e i t h e r  P l en ty  nor  Cheapnefs. 

~ i o t i n ~  w i l l  f t o p  t h e  ~ r o v i f  i ons  from coming t o  Market, and.wi.11 
i n c r e a f e  t h e  p r e f e n t  D i f t r e f s  of t h e  Poor,  and, a t  t h e  fame 
Time, w i l l  make i t  impoff ib le  For t h e  Mag i f t r a t e s  t o  do any t h i n g  
t o  f e r v e  them. 

I n  ~ o m ~ a f f i o n '  t o  your D i f t r e f s  t h e  M a g i f t r a t e s  would not  read 
t h e  Proclamation,  they wifh t o  avoid i t .  --   or GOD'S fake  

. - do not  d r i v e  Things t o  Ex t r emi t i e s :  The Mag i f t r a t e s  a r e  fworn 
t o  keep t h e  Peace, and i n  a l l  Events t hey  muft do t h e i r  Duty 

. . 
(Shelton 1973: 98) . 

' 
The p o s t e r  s a y s ,  i n  e f f e c t :  w e ' r e  doing o u t  b e s t ;  r i o t i n g  won't h e l p ;  

anyway, w e '  11 punish you i f  you s t e p  out  of '  l i n e .  

The same t h i n g  happened . in  America. During t h e  American 

Revolut ion,  f o r  example, shor tages  and r i s i n g  p r i c e s  s t i r r e d  many 

people i n  Boston t o  demand l o c a l  enforcement of t h e  Monopoly Acts ,  

which s e t  maximum p r i c e s  f o r  n e c e s s i t i e s  and au tho r i zed  t h e  a u t h o r i t i e s  

t o  s e a r c h - a n d  s e i z e - f r o m  merchants suspec ted  of hoarding or.  p r o f i t e e r i n g .  



Iri 1777, however, a ma jo r i t y  of t h e  Boston town meeting vir;uously 

dec l a red  : 

We a r e  f  i&ly. of t h e  .Opinion, i f  t h e  Acts a r e  r epea l ed ,  and 
our  Trade f r eed  from t h e  c r u e l  shack le s ,  wi th  which i t  has  
l a t e l y  been in jud ic ious ly '  bound, t h a t  a Import w i l l ,  
a s  assured1.y lower t h e . P r i c e s ,  a s  a s c a r c i t y  has  r a i s e d  them: . .  

For it h a s  been a kfiown ,and acknowledged Truth ,  by a l l  .Nations, 
which were wise  enough' t o  encourage ~ornmerce, t h a t  Trade 
must r e g u l a t e  i t s e l f ;  can never be clogged bu t  t o  i t s r u i n ;  
.and always f l o u r i s h e s  when l e f t  a l o n e ;  5t i s . j u s t l y  compared t o  
a Coy M i s t r e s s ,  she  must be cour ted  w i t h  Del icacy ,  and i s r u i n e d  
by f o r c e .  (Hoerder 1976: 589) .  

i he p l a i n  people of ' t he  .Boston a r e a  were f i r m l y  of another  opinion.  : 

William Pynchon's d i a r y  f o r  t h e  same year  i nc ludes  t h e s e  e n t r i e s :  

A p r i l  28: "The Marblehead people and Salem people q u a r r e l  f o r  
bread a t  t h e  bake r s ,  and a scramble a t  t h e  war£ i n  weighing out  
and s e l l i n g  Capt . ,  ~ e r b y ' s  cof fee ."  

' 

. . 

J G l y  22:- " ~ o b  a t  Salem demand suga r ,  and t h e  s t o r e s  a r e  opened." 
. . 

J u l y  '24: "Ladies mob aga in  on Copp's H i l l .  I '  

J u l y  26:. "A countryman bea t  f o r  no t  t ak ing  paper f o r  h i s  meat,  
which (he says )  he  .had so ld  be£ ore" (Hoerder ,1976 : 596) . 

What d o ' t h e s e  food r i o t s  have t o  do wi th  t h e  ris,e of 

i n d u s t r i a l  cap i t a l i sm?  Two main th ings .  F i r s t ,  . t h e  food- r i o t  r o s e  

t o  -new h e i g h t s  i n  t h e  e igh teen th  and n i n e t e e n t h  c e n t u r i e s  because 

demand f o r  food from o u t s i d e  involved - l o c a l  m i l l e r s  and merchants 

much more heav i ly  than be fo re  i n  &hipping  food elsewhere. ' In  t imes 

of shor tage land  h igh  p r i c e s ,  o u t s i d e  markets  became even more . 
. 

a t t r a c t i v e .  But t h a t  withholding of food from t h e  loca l 'marke t  is 

e x a c t l y  "hat t h e  'so-called r i d t e r s  were t r y i n g  fo s t o p .  An important 

p a r t  of t h e  new o u t s i d e  demand f o r  t h e  l o c a l  food came from t h e  growing 

concen t r a t ions  of wage workers who d i d  no t  r a i s e  t h e i r  own food,  a t  



least not enough' to survive. 

The 'second.connection of the food riot-with industrial capitalism 

, - .  .is that .as the new system arose political authorities.abandoned the 

earlier paternalistic arrangements. for assuring the local food supply-- 

the very commandeer.ing, price-fixing and pbblic sale that the' crowd 

tried to implement on its Awn--and turned' to active promotion of pi-o- 

duction for outside markets. The authorities came to believe, with the 

merchants and'manufacturers., that letting a free market do its work 

, . would serve the greatest good of the greatest number. But the greatest 
. . 

number resisted that belief by rioting; In similar ways, tax rebellions, 

land occupations and a number of other preindustrial crowd actions re- 

sponded to the shock wave created by industriai capitalism. 
3 

The phase of rivalry 'shows us workers who produced more or.'less on 

theirkown being squeezed by competition from capitalist firms, often 

. from firms using new technologies. Workers attacked the source.of the .. - 

competition. Machine-breaking 'was the most dramatic form of attack, al- 

though by 'no means-the most common. We sometimes call machine-breakers 

-"Luddites".because in 1811and 1812 Nottinghamshire workers posted a 

series of threatening notices in the narne.of a mythical avenger, Ned 

Ludd of Sherwood Forest--a sort of ind'ustrial Robin' Hood. 

Nedd Ludd spoke for cotton framework knitters, who typically worked 

at home maki*g, stockings, gloves and caps on copmission for small.mer- 

chants. . In Nottinghamshire, some of the larger and poorer-paying man- 

. ufacturers used wider frames and cheaper finishing procedures in their own 

shops in o.rder to hold on'to their profits during a depression in the 

trade. The competition of their cheap goods threatened both the framework 

knitters and the small merchants.in the cotton trade. A song of the . 
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time ran: 

Tillfull fashioned work at the old fashioned price 
Is established by Custom and Law 

' 

t hen the Trade when this ardorous context is o'er 
Shall raise in full splendour its head, 
And colting and cutting and squaring no more 

. Shall deprive honest workmen of bread. 

(Colting was hiring unapprenticed men.) 
. . 

The knitters and some of. the small merchants had tried persuasion, 

negotiation with local authorities and appeals to Parliament before 

the systematic campaign of machine-breaking began. ' Then of fending 

manufacturers received threats, sometimes signed by Ned Ludd.: stop 

undercutting the trade or iose your frames. When manufacturers disre- 

garded the 'threats, disciplined groups of vigilantes visited their shops 
. . 

by night.  e ere is one account: 
At t as ford 1ihile.three soldiers were in the house of one William 
Barns, to protect three frames, a party of Luddites entered the 
house and imm'ediately confined the so'ldiersi and while two of the ' 

party stood sentry a't the door with the soldiers1 muskets, others 
demolished the frames; and when,the mischief was done, the muskets 
were discharged and the soldiers liberated, the.depredators wishing 
them a good night. (Munby 1971: 39) 

In 'the case of '1811's Luddism, as we see, mechanization was not 

the threat, and machines were not the real enemy; the use manufacturers 

were making of workers and machines was the.issue. Elsewhere,mechaniza- 

tion did matter more: for example, the poor but independent handloom 

weavers who sometimes broke power looms in the same period were really 

being driven out by the introduction of those looms. '~echanization 

' accompanied.1arger shops, more capital, fewer independents. When the 

squeezed workers could not stave off the competition by petitioning 

the authorities, striking, negotiating or threatening, they sometimes 

turned to an.attempt to put their rivals out of business by smashing 



t h e i r  machines., 

The downhil l  s l i d e  b r ings  us  t o  workers on t h e  i n s i d e  of c a p i t a l i s t  

i n d u s t r y .  Many c r a f t s ,  such a s  glass-blowing and shoemaking, moved i n t o  

.. f a c t o r i e s  and l a r g e  shops without  l o s i n g  a l l  f e a t u r e s  of c r a f t  organiza-  

t f o n .  The workers i n  those  c r a f t s  a c t e d  something l i k e  f r e e  agents :  

Owning t h e i r  t o o l s ,  s e t t i n g  t h e i r  own hours  and pace o f -work ,  r e c r u i t i n g  

and t h e i r  0% 'he lpe r s , . . be ing  Faid b y  t h e  t a s k .  i n  a  way . tha t  r e -  

. . 
sembled s e l l i n g  t h e  f i n i s h e d  product  t o  t h e  f a c t o r y  owne?. . Sooner o r  

l a t e r ,  t h e  owner t r i e d  t o  re,duce t h e  workers '  independence and t o  i n c r e a s e  

h i s  own c o n t r o l  over  what was being produced; when, and how. He t r i e d  

t o  s u b s t i t u t e  an  hour ly  wage f o r  taslwork, e s t a b l i s h  a  s tandard  working 

day, talce c o n t r o l  of h i r i n g  and f i r i n g ,  impose h i s  own d i s c i p l i n e  over  

t a l k i n g ,  smoking, l eav ing  the  premises ,  t r a d i n g  jobs ,  and o the r  a s p e c t s  

. .of worker behavior  which craf tsmen had up u n t i l  then thought of a s  t h e i r  

oyn bus iness . .  . 

While some of t h e  l e s s  s k i l l e d  k inds  of workers had undergone t h i s  

s o r t  of m i l i t a r y  regime from t h e  ve ry  inven t ion  of t he  f a c t o r y ,  the  c r a f t s -  

men f e l t  i t  a s . a  s e r i o u s  . t h r e a t  t o  t h e i r  freedom--and t o  t h e  sense of 

worth they drew f,rom being a b l e  t o  do t h e  job ' l ike no one e l s e .  They 

. r e v o l t e d ,  u sua l ly  by complaints a n d ' p a s s i v e  r e s i s t a n c e  on t h e  job,  some- 

t imes by banding toge the r  . t o  s t r i k e ,  . occas iona l ly  by jo in ing  a  - f u l l -  

f ledged  r e b e l l i o n  not  only a g a i n s t  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  owner but  a g a i n s t  t h e  

new i n d u s t r i a l  system. 

The p a r i s  Commune of 1871 was a.rnany-sided r e b e l l i o n ,  but one of 

i t s  most ' v i s i b l e  s i d e s  was t h e  e f f o r t  t o  r eo rgan ize  the  condi t ions  

of work. Among t h e  reforms t h e  r e b e l s  undertook whi le  they c o n t r o l l e d  

.Pa r i s  were t h e  a b o l i t i o n  of f i n e s  and pay c u t s  f o r  i n f r a c t i o n  of work 



r u l e s ,  t h e  p r o h i b i t i o n  of n i g h t  .work i n  bake r i e s ,  t h e  formation of worker- 

run product ion coope ra t ives ,  t h e  es tab l i shment  of f r e e ,  compulsory pub- 

l i c  education,:  t h e  i n s t i t u t i o n  of c o n t r a c t s  s t a t i n g  a  minimum wage and 

. . t h e  ex t ens ive  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  of workers '  groups i n .  t h e  government i t s e l f .  

Although ' the changes i n  t h e  o rgan iza t ion  of work decrekd by the  

Commune were c e r t a i n l y  r evo lu t iona ry ,  a l o t '  of t h a t  r e v o l u t i o n  cons i s t ed  

of reducing t h e  power of t h e . c a p i t a l i s t  over  t h e  s k i l l e d  worker. The 
. . 

gene ra l  r u l e s  s e t  up a t  t h e  munit ions works of t h e  ~ o u v r e '  show . t h e  s p i r i t  

of t h e  t i m e :  

1. The shop is  placed under  t h e  supe rv i s ion  of a  d e l e g a t e  t o  t h e  ' 

'Commune. The 'de l ega te  w i l l  be  named by t h e  workers i n  a  gene ra l  
meet ing,  and w i l l  be revocable  any time they conclude he has  f a i l e d  
i n  h i s  d u t i e s .  H i s  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  c o n s i s t s  of r ece iv ing  t h e  re -  
p o r t s  of t h e  shop c h i e f ,  t h e  bench chie ,fs  and t h e  workers ,  and 
t0 . t r ansmi . t  them t o  t h e  supe rv i so r  of a r t i l l e r y  s u p p l i e s .  He 
w i l l  g ive  a  p r e c i s e  accounting of h i s ' o p e r a t i o n s ' . i n s i d e  and o u t - .  
s i d e  the  shop t o  a  counci l  t o  be d iscussed  l a t e r .  

2.  o he shop ch ief  and t h e  bench ' ch ie f?  w i - l i  l i k e w i s e  be named 
by t h e  workers i n  a  gene ra l  meeting; l i k e  t h e  d e l e g a t e ,  they  w i l l  
be  s u b j e c t  t o  r e c a l l . . .  

6. A counc i l  w i l l  meet each  day without  f a i l  t o  d e l i b e r a t e .  on t h e  
next  day ' s  ope ra t ions  a s  w e l l  a s  on the  r e p o r t s  and p.roposals made 
by t h e  d e l e g a t e ,  t h e  shop c h i e f ,  t h e  bench c h i e f s  o r  t h e  worker- 
d e l e g a t e s  t o  be d iscussed  l a t e r .  

. 7.  The counci l  i s  composed of t h e  d e l e g a t e ,  t h e  shop c h i e f ,  t h e  
bench c h i e f s  and oneworke r  per  'bench named a s  a  d e l e g a t e  ... 
8. The worker-delegates - a r e .  rep laced  every  two weeks... 

. . 12. A t  the 'beginning  of each  week, t h e  i e l e g a t e s  w i l l  name a  re -  

port .er who w i l l  be r e spons ib l e  f o r  t h e  p repa ra t ion  0 f . a  r epo r t  of 
every th ing  important s a i d  dur ing  t h a t  week. These r e p o r t s  w i l l  
remain .posted i n  a  h i g h l y  v i s i b l e  and e a s i l y  reachable  p l a c e  out-  
s i d e  the.  shop..  . 
1 4 .  No worker w i l l  be  d ischarged  without  a  d e c i s i o n  of t h e  counc i l ,  
a f t e r  a r e p o r t  by the  shop c h i e f .  I n  t h e ' c a s e  of a 'work  r educ t ion ,  
t h e  l a s t  workers h i r e d  w i l l  be  l a i d  o f f ,  un l e s s  t h e  shop ch ie f  
c i t e s  one o r  s e v e r a l  more s e n i o r  workers f o r  obvious i n c a p a c i t y  
o r  misconduct; i n  t h a t  c a s e ,  t h e  counc i l  w i l l  dec ide . . .  
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15.  The work day is  s e t  a t  t en  hours  ...( Rougerie 1971: 178) .  

I n  t h e  munit ions works of t he  Louvre, t h e  c a p i t a l i s t  disappeared e n t i r e l y .  

The workers h e l d  t enac ious ly  t o  t h e i r  ' con t ro l .  over  the' shop. 

The workers most heav i ly  committed t o  t h e  Co~mnune w e r e ' t h e  metal- 

workers. obse rve r s  of t h e  t ime descr ibed  t h e  P a r i s i a n  metalworker a s  r e -  

b e l l i o u s ,  qu ick  t o  q u i t  o r  complain, u s u a l l y  l a t e  f o r  work, o f t e n ' f a i l i n g  

t o  show up f o r  work on Monday a f t e r  h i s  hard  Sunday's  d r ink ing ,  prone t o  

unionize--in s h o r t ,  t h e  very  model of t h e  s k i l l e d  worker wi th  h i s  own t r a -  

d i t i o n  who r e fused  to. 'bend t o  t h e  t iming and d i s c i p l i n e .  of t h e  b i g  shop. 

The metalworkers and o t h e r s  l i k e  them fought  o n . t h e  b a r r i c a d e s  i n  t h e i r -  

own ,neighborhoods, d i ed  under t h e  cannon of t h e  ~ r e n c h  army, and were a r r e s t e d ,  

t r i e d  and deported by t h e  thousands. 

One of t h e  men who helped run t h e  Commune, then  r e s i s t e d  i t s  d e f e a t ,  

was t h e  worker-poet ~ u ~ ; n e  P o t t i e r .  He was. i n  h id ing  i n  P a r i s ,  l i s t e d  by 

t h e  p o l i c e  a s  executed,  when he  wrote  a poem conta in ing  t h i s  ve r se :  

Workers, peasan t s ,  we. a r e  
T h e . g r e a t  p a r t y  of l a b o r e r s ;  
The e a r t h  belongs t o  men a lone ,  
The i d l e  w i l l  have t o  lodge elsewhere.  
How many of u s  gorge ou r se lves?  . . 

But i f  one, of these 'mornings 
t h e  crows and v u l t u r e s  d isappear ,  
The sun w i l l  .st'ill sh ine .  

The .chorus of t h e  poem ran:  

This  is  t h e  f i n a l  s t r u g g l e :  
Band t o g e t h e r ,  and tomorrow 
The I n t e r n a t i o n a l  

' W i l l  be  a l l  mankind. 

~ u ~ : n e  P o t t i e r ' s  I n t e r n a t i o n a l e  caught t h e  s p i r i t .  of t h e  Commune, and 

became t h e  theme song of t h e  s o c i a l i s t  movement throughout t h e  world. 

I n  t h e  background drummed t h e  demand t o  s t o p  t h e  downhil l  s l i d e .  

The power s t r u g g l e  phase--our last  one--grew d i r e c t l y  from t h e  reac-  

t i o n s  of t h e  previous  phase, and overlapped w i t h  i t .  Now w e  a r e  t a l k i n g  



about fu l l - f l edged  wage workers who had l i t t l e  t o  s ay  about  what, where, 

how or when they would produce, who owned no p a r t  of t h e  t o o l s  and 

. . m a t e r i a l s  they  handled each day. We a r e  t a l k i n g  abou t .ou r  own t ime,  

which began toward t h e  end of t h e  n i n e t e e n t h  century .  Workers s h i f t e d  

from f i g h t i n g  a g a i n s t  absorp t ion  i n t o  t h e  c a p i t a l i s t  i n d u s t r i a l  world 

t o  s t r u g g l i n g  f o r  some power and s a t i s f a c t i o n  i n  t h a t  world. The l a b o r  

union became the  normal vehic le .  f o r  t h e  s t r u g g l e ,  t h e  s t r i k e  the  most 

common weapon. . . 

sometimes t h e  s t r i k e  r e c a l l e d  t h e  drama and s c a l e  of e a r l i e r  
. . 

r e b e l l i o n s .  A l i t t l e  be fo re  t h e  P a r i s  Commune, i n  f a c t ,  t h e  U.S. pro- 

duced a  r a i l r o a d  s t r i k e :  t h a t  took on .  t h e  dimensions of an  i n s u r r e c t i o n .  

The s t r i k e  of '1877 s t a r t e d  o n .  t h e  Bal t imore and Ohio l i n e -  i n  Martins- 

(" 

burg,  West- V i rg in i a .  The r a i l r o a d s  had announced a  t e n  percent  wage cu t  

and t h e  doubling of t r a i n  s i z e  wi thout  an  i n c r e a s e  of workers per  t r a i n .  

When s t r i k e r s  began blocking t h e  movement,of t r a i n s ,  s t a t e  governors 

:.began sending i n  t h e  m i l i t i a .  I n  Bal t imore,  twelve people d ied  i n  a  

c l a s h  w i t h  t h e  t roops .  I n  P i t t s b u r g h ,  ano the r  t e n  t o  twenty died when 

t h e  Ph i l ade lph ia  m i l i t i a ,  s e n t  i n  £0-r t h e  occas ion ,  f i r e d  on t h e  crowd 

t h a t  was s toning- them.  The s t r i k e r s  fought  back, burned t h e  roundhouse 

t o  which . t he  t roops  r e t r e a t e d ,  and began t o  set f i r e  to .  t h e  e n t i r e  

r a i l r o a d  yard.  Other major b a t t l e s  occurred  i n  Reading, Pennsylvania; 
. . 

. . Z a n e s v i l l e ,  Columbus, Toledo 'and Cleveland,  Ohio; chicago .and East  

S t .  Louis ,  I l l i n o i s .  

A s . t h e  . r epo r t  on the  c l a s h e s  prepared by t h e  Pennsylvania l e g i s -  

l a t u r e  s a i d ,  t h e  movements: 

were t h e  p r o t e s t s  of l a b o r e r s  a g a i n s t  t h e  system by which h i s  
wages were a r b i t r a r i l y  f i x e d  and lowered by h i s  employer without  
c o n s u l t a t i o n  wi th  him, and wi thout  h i s  consent . . .The immediate 
cause  of t h e  f i r s t  s t r i k e . . . t h a t  a t  P i t t s b u r g h ,  J u l y  1 9 t h ,  was . 

. . t h e  o rde r  by t h e  Pennsylvania Railroad'Company t o  run "double 



headers". . .This order of itself, had there been no previous .re- 
ductions of wages or dismissals of men on account of the depression 
in business, would probably have caused no strike, but following 
so soon after the second reduction..and the feeling of uneasiness 
and dissatisfaction existing among the laboring men of the country 

, 

generally, caused by the want of labor and the low price thereof as 
,compared with a £ew years previous, all together to .set in motion. 
this strike (Taft and Ross 1969: 227). 

Today, a century.later,.the phase.of power struggle.continues. In 

1968, for example, the revolt reached riew heights in a numberof western 

countries. Students, who had already been protesting against the.Vietnam. 

war.and against the academic version of industrial discipline, made 

common cause with workers. 1 n  France, the 'students stol; the spotlight 

with their sensational graffiLi, their barricades, and their long occupation 

, \  of the center of Paris. But many more workers than students took part in 

the strikes, parades-, demonstrations; and occupations of plants which 

spread through France,in the spring of 1968. It was the-largest strike 

wave'ever to o,ccur in France, in fact one of .the largest ever to-occur 

anywhere. . 

At the big Renault factory of Cleon, near Rouen, the strike ran from 

15 May to 17 June. l'here,' the action began with about half the workers 

taking part in'the national general strike called for Monday 13 May. That 

day,.a'delegation of Cleon strikers joined a demonstration against the . 

government in the .streets of.Rouen. On Tuesday the fourteenth, union 

militants began to talk up the idea of a one-hour walkout for Wednesday, 

with the customary meeting outside the plant gate during the strike. ' 

. . 

The several hundred workers at the Wednesday.meeting decided to march 

through the plant and call the non-strikers away .from their work. ,. 

Perhaps a thousand workers joined the sweep through the factory. Some 

proposed sending a strike cornittee to the management. 

After union leaders persuaded the workers to return.to their jobs., 

word same in.fhat the workers of Sud-Aviation, just outside of Nantes, 



had occupied their factory and locked in the bosses.. Later that day, 

a.group of workers at Cleon again walked off the job, s.ent a delegation 

to the factory.superintendent,'saw the delegation turned away, and 

stood by as the superintendent, eight of his assistants, and three guards 

barricaded themselves in their offices. New marches through the plant 

eventually drew in most of.the workers. Almost unintentionally, the 
. . 

workers of ~leon had begun a - sit-down strike. 

One of the first communiqu/es of the. strike committee read: 

WORKERS OF CLEON 

Monday's action demonstrated the deep dissatisfaction of workers 
and st.udents with the reactionary, antisocial policies of the 
Gaullist government. 

. . 
. . 

.On the 15th of May, at the call of the General Confederation of 
Workers and .the French Democratic Confederation of Workers you took 
a large @art in.the walkouts and demonstrations to.demand: 

--a stepped reduction in work time.without loss. of pay. 

--a general increase in wages, and no pay,below 100,000 old 
francs per month in the factory. 

--lowering of .retirement age. 

--changing of temporary contracts into pe'nnanent ones. 

--extension of union and democratic rights. 

The action of the 15th has already forced the Company to retreat: 
there won't be any reduction of the bonus for striking, for the 
first time since.that bonus began in the Company. . . 

Faced with the factory superintendent's refusal to negotiate on most 
of our demands, the workers of the afternoon and evening shift have 
unanimously decided to strike and to occupy the factory. 

Since management continues to refuse to negotiate, we call.on you, 
hourly and monthly workers, to follow the strike and force manage- 
ment to .discuss our demands (Collectif 1968 : 20). 

The workers of Cleon occupied. the plant f,or a month. Although they . . 

did not win on every demand they made as the strike wore on, they made 

major gains on every one of the counts in the initial list. By the end 

of the strike, however, a significant minority of Cleon's workers were 



asking for more: shop-floor workers' committees similar to those which 

had thrived 'during the strike, freedom to meet, and talk politics during 

working hours, posting of work-pace standards, steps toward worker control 

of the production process. 
. . 

The strike of the Renault workers at Cleon summed up many features of 

the national strike movement. In 1968, French workers emphasized shop- 

floor grievances, not just wages and hours; they even launched a number 

of experiments in worker control of factories and offices. The national 

settlement which.ended the strike wave not only gave workers large wage 

increases and much-improved pensions and famfly' allowances, but for the 

first time gave a legitimate voice to union representatives at the plant 

level. This episode of the power struggle gave French.workers a signifi- 

cant increase in their power. 

From shock wave to rivalry to downhill slide and power struggle, 

we see the revolt against industrial capitalism continuing, and' even in- 

tensif ying , but constantly changing form. Looking mainly at dramatic 

events, as we have here, brings out the change. Yet it is misleading 

in several ways. Most of .the resistance to industrial capitalism wasn't 

dramatic or laige in scale. The big events give the impression that 

action occurred mainly when things suddenly got bad., when as a matter of 

fact.strikes and some other kinds of working-class action were generally 
. . 

' more frequent and more successful when economic conditions were improving. 

The maj.or conflicts draw.attention away from.the slow, undramatic but 

fundamental evolution of workers' organizations. In between the crises, 

mutual aid societies,. frat'ernal orders, clubs and unions all 

played their part in the day-to-day revolt against industrial capitalksm. 

At its.most irreducible level, the meanhg of the day-to-day revolt 

shows up in something an auto union organizer in ~ordstown; Ohio told' 



Studs Terkel about'his fellow workers: "They don't want to tell the 
. . 

CVPIpany what to do, but simply have something to say about what they're 

going 'to do. .They just want to be treated with dignity. That's not 

.asking a hell of a lot'' (Terkel 19'74: 193). In exceptional times., . , 

:as we have seen, workers have asked for a great deal more.' But in both 

the day-to-day and the exceptional cases we find a chan~ing yet persistent 

struggle to secure a breathing space for humanity in the midst of an 

. . 

inhumane system. 
. . 
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