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The Factory Without Walls
By Brian Ashton

Wireless and social networking 
technologies depend on and help 
shape the global logistics industry. 
This worldwide supply chain ensures 
just-in-time production responds 
to consumer demand, whether it 
be books from Amazon or exhaust 
pipes for Jaguars. If, contrary to 
theorists of ‘immaterial labour’, the 
mass worker is not dead but recon-
figured, will networked production 
and distribution see the rise of net-
worked labour struggles? Drawing 
on personal experience and ongoing 
research, Brian Ashton gives a brief 
introduction to the complexities of 
the logistics industry
 
Information Technology has enabled 
capital to coordinate the production 
of commodities like never before. 
It is a seeming contradiction: pro-
duction is spread across the globe, 
parts are made here and there and 
moved thousands of kilometres to be 
assembled, but this process produces 
more commodities than ever before. 
Capital has renewed itself yet again, 
and in the process it has thrown the 
left into crisis. While the talk among 
the intellectuals is of immaterial 
labour and precarity, capital is busy 
ironing out the kinks in its new 
system of production. At the same 
time, though, it is creating a commu-
nication system that enables workers 
to interact with each other across 

national borders and continents. Just 
about every worker is now an IT 
worker, and it is the potential that 
lies in this fact that poses the great-
est threat to capital. It is not about 
immaterial or material labour. The 
intellectuals have got to stop creating 
hierarchies of labour, the mass work-
er and the social worker, the imma-
terial worker and the precariat. They 
would be better employed getting 
a proper understanding of how the 
supply chain – some capitalists call 
it the virtual enterprise – now works. 
Know thine enemy, as Sun Tzu said 
in The Art of War.

A team of researchers from the 
Cardiff Business School studied the 
chain of actions required to make a 
can of cola. The whole process, start-
ing at the Bauxite mine in Australia 
and ending with the can in some-
body’s refrigerator took no less than 
319 days. Of that time only three 
hours were spent on manufacturing, 
the rest was spent on transport and 
storage. An advertisement for the 
shipping company P&O Nedlloyd 
claims that the journey of one single 
container can involve literally a 
hundred people. These range from 
the guy who loaded the container 
to the IT people, from the logistics 
planners to the dockers, through the 
haulage drivers to the warehouse 
workers, from the customs officer to 
the captain of the ship. This high-
lights time and labour. The control 
of these two factors is the major 



concern for those charged with the 
management of supply chains.
 
As the Cardiff Business School study 
highlights, logistics is a major factor 
in the supply chain. According to the 
Council of Logistics Management, 
logistics is:
 
the process of planning, implement-
ing and controlling the efficient 
effective flow and storage of raw 
materials, process inventory, finished 
goods, extraction/production to the 
point of consumption.
 
In the last twenty years there has 
been a revolution in the world of 
logistics, a revolution that seems 
to have escaped the attention of the 
autonomous left. The cause of this 
upheaval was the application of 
technology to the globalisation of 
commodity production. Or as Marx 
put it:
 
A radical change in the mode of 
production in one sphere of industry 
involves a similar change in other 
spheres. This happens at first in such 
branches of industry as are connect-
ed together by being separate phases 
of a process, and yet are isolated by 
the social division of labour, in such 
a way that each of them produces 
an independent commodity … But 
more especially, the revolution in 
the modes of production of industry 
and agriculture made necessary a 
revolution in the general conditions 

of the social process of production, 
i.e., in the means of communication 
and transport … The means of com-
munication and transport were so 
utterly inadequate to the productive 
requirements of the manufacturing 
period, with its extended division 
of social labour, its concentration of 
the instruments of labour, and of the 
workmen and its colonial markets, 
that they became in fact revolution-
ised … And in the period of ‘modern 
industry’ the means of communica-
tion and transport handed down from 
the manufacturing period became 
impediments.
Capital, vol.1, pages 262-26.
 
Autonomist marxism sees the strug-
gle of the working class as the driver 
of capitalist development. In the ’70s 
capital started to attack the concen-
trations of working class power that 
some have called the mass worker. 
It attacked on three fronts. It started 
to break up the rigidities imposed on 
production by working class militan-
cy using technology to de-skill the 
workers and reconfigure the factory 
layout. It started to relocate some 
productive capacity to smaller sites, 
sub-contracting the work to other 
companies. And it used the state 
to impose crisis upon the working 
class. It was largely successful in 
its project and as the ’80s devel-
oped, defeat followed defeat for the 
working class. A political composi-
tion forged in battle was dismantled 
and discarded. It seems to this old 



car industry worker that it wasn’t 
only capital that discarded us but 
that quite a number of communist 
intellectuals turned their backs on us, 
too. The consequence is that now we 
have a generation of anti-capitalists 
who don’t know how to engage with 
the working class. Despite being sur-
rounded by the class they seem more 
interested in what goes on in the 
Mexican jungle, or prefer to go to 
Genoa and Seattle and give the state 
machine an opportunity to practice 
crowd control.
 
In the ’60s and ’70s there was con-
stant interaction between working 
class militants and the left emerging 
from the universities. This wasn’t 
always positive, but, where there 
was a synergy, theory and practice 
had some connection. We learned 
from each other and good work 
was produced. Here in Britain work 
published by Solidarity and Big 
Flame is evidence of that. In Italy 
Potere Operaio and Lotta Continua 
helped to develop an understanding 
of the strengths and weaknesses of 
capital’s composition. Today we may 
talk about a globalised production 
system but how many of us can de-
scribe how it works? How does the 
can of cola get from A to Z? In the 
’70s we knew how the factory and 
the transport systems worked and 
in that knowledge lay our ability to 
combat capital. Today, it is certainly 
difficult to grasp exactly how things 
are made, but it is imperative that we 

gain deep knowledge of the process-
es of production and logistics, the 
supply chains of capital or, to put 
it another way, the factories with-
out walls. Some capitalists see the 
supply chain as a virtual factory and 
want workers to relate to the supply 
chain rather than perceiving them-
selves as employees of the separate 
organisations that make the chain up.
 
Working class composition comes 
from struggle, but first capitalists 
have to bring the workers together 
and impose the discipline of produc-
tion upon them. In the present period 
we can only understand how that dis-
cipline is imposed if we take a global 
approach. The technical composition 
of capital is spread across the world, 
as are the workers in the commodi-
ty’s supply chain. Discipline under 
such a system is imposed through 
the application of kaizen (continuous 
improvement) and just-in-time stock 
delivery combined with the applica-
tion of information technologies that 
police the workers’ productivity.
 
This is reinforced by the change in 
how commodities are moved through 
the system. Capital has moved from 
a push to a pull economy, in other 
words, it is making things that are 
being demanded rather than making 
them to forecast demand. The motto 
of the pull economy could be, ‘If it 
isn’t sold, don’t make another one.’ 
The pull economy gives the big 
supermarket chains enormous power 



because they control the information 
that pulls a commodity through the 
supply chain. When you buy a tin 
of beans in Asda the information is 
sent out to all those along the chain 
in order for another tin of beans to 
be produced. Of course, millions of 
such pieces of information are flying 
through cyberspace every moment of 
the day. One of the results of the pull 
economy is an increase in precarious 
work: if demand is down then lay off 
workers. Companies have computer 
programs that calculate the number 
of workers needed to satisfy a given 
demand, drawing in extra workers 
from a pool of casual labour, often 
supplied by employment agencies. 
And increasingly they outsource 
non-core activities to service com-
panies; this is one of the reasons for 
the mushrooming of the logistics 
industry in these last years. The 
automotive industry is moving to a 
pull economy model and this is one 
of the main reasons autoworkers in 
the States are being battered at the 
moment.
 
If you spread your supply chains 
across the globe and reduce your 
stock levels to just-in-time then 
you increase the importance of the 
logistical exercise in the comple-
tion of the cycle of accumulation. 
At the same time you increase the 
possibility of effective working 
class struggle: when the truckers on 
the west coast of the USA struck a 
year or so back they paralysed the 

supply chains of Wal-Mart and other 
chain store giants, sending waves of 
panic through many a boardroom. 
The importance of logistics cannot 
be overestimated; try imagining the 
supply chain of any product without 
the logistical input. The globalisation 
of production has left many workers 
believing they can do nothing about 
it when companies move production 
to China or India, they stand hypno-
tised by the lights on the capitalist 
juggernaut as it runs them over, but 
this apparent strength of multination-
al capital is in fact its weakness.
 
Historically, logistics workers have 
been carriers of radical thought and 
transporters of the news of working 
class struggles. They have, of course, 
been involved in many a battle them-
selves. In the last twenty years many 
of those battles have been defensive, 
fighting to save jobs and maintain 
working conditions. The withdrawal 
of the state from the direct manage-
ment of the logistics industry was 
the catalyst for a global attack that 
continues to this day. As the state 
withdrew, private capital stepped 
into the breech and attacked work-
forces throughout the industry. At 
the same time these companies have 
been engaged in a frenzy of mergers 
and acquisitions that have resulted in 
the emergence of truly global organ-
isations employing many thousands 
of workers.
 
Some idea of the size of these 



companies can be gleaned from two 
examples, United Parcel Services 
(UPS) and Deutsche Post (DP). UPS 
is a 33.5 billion dollar company 
that operates in 200 countries and 
employs more than 340,000 workers. 
It provides transportation and freight 
logistics/distribution, international 
trade, financial services, financial 
mail facilities and consultancy 
services. It has grown by benefiting 
from the outsourcing processes that 
are common in industry and by ac-
quiring other companies. It plays for 
big stakes: it bought the Fritz freight 
company for 450 million dollars. 
DP is partly owned by the German 
government, who hold 41.6 percent 
of the shares. These will be sold to 
institutional investors over the next 
few years. DP runs the German 
postal service, owns DHL, and last 
year it bought the British registered 
company Exel. Exel was an acquis-
itive company itself before being 
bought out; it had previously bought 
Tibbett&Britten, the seventh biggest 
logistics company in the world. This 
resulted in a company employing 
more than 103,000 people. I don’t 
know how many people work for 
DP, but it must be in the hundreds of 
thousands.
 
The Jaguar auto plant in Halewood 
on Merseyside can perhaps give us 
an idea of how a supply chain works 
and how logistics fits into the chain. 
Halewood was where Ford built the 
Escort, and where this proletarian 

worked for seven long years. It was 
regarded as the basket case of the 
Ford organisation and the threat of 
closure was always hanging over it. 
Ford bought Jaguar and decided to 
manufacture Jags at Halewood, at 
the same time it decided to radically 
alter working practices in the plant. 
It brought in an American company 
called Senn-Delaney to alter the 
mindset of the workforce, and it 
appears to have been successful be-
cause Halewood is now regarded as 
the best car plant in Europe. If such a 
company had been brought in during 
the ’70s their work would have been 
challenged by counter-information 
from the left.
 
When I worked in Halewood in 
the ’70s there were 14,000 of us 
employed on the site. Today Jaguar 
employs some 2,800 people, but this 
figure is deceptive because a sizable 
chunk of the work has been hived off 
to suppliers who in turn pass some 
of the work on to smaller suppliers. 
In a supply chain firms are cate-
gorised thus: Original Equipment 
Manufacturer (OEM), i.e. Jaguar; 
First Tier Supplier, i.e. Bosch; the 
smaller suppliers are called second 
tier, third tier, etc. Linking all these 
together are the logistics compa-
nies. At Halewood UCI Logistics, a 
subsidiary of the Japanese company 
Nippon Yusen Kaisha (NYK) runs 
the logistical set up. As lead logis-
tics supplier, UCI is responsible for 
inbound logistics to Halewood as 



well as the internal logistics at the 
plant itself. In the Ford days internal 
logistics would have been carried 
out by Ford workers. The inbound 
logistics service involves a supply 
chain operation and the collection 
of parts and sub-assemblies from 
suppliers around Europe partly using 
their own fleet and partly UCI Logis-
tics-appointed partners. The internal 
logistics service involves offloading 
parts, movement of components to 
storage areas and making them avail-
able to the production lines without 
incurring line-side storage. It is also 
UCI’s task to ensure that line-side 
stock never exceeds the two-hour 
volume Jaguar has stipulated. It is 
UCI workers who drive the fork lift 
trucks that transfer material within 
the Halewood plant.

Let’s look at the logistics of a partic-
ular product going into Halewood, 
the wheel and tyre assemblies. UCI 
moves 500,000 assemblies a year 
into Halewood. The contract in-
cludes both external logistics for the 
supply of alloy wheels from Italy to 
Pirelli’s facility in the UK and the 
delivery of completed assemblies 
to Halewood, three times a day, 
together with the internal logistics 
at the Jaguar site. UCI chooses from 
twelve different types of assemblies 
on receiving automated instructions 
from Jaguar and delivers the product 
to the point of fit. The mass worker 
hasn’t been destroyed s/he has just 
been reconfigured.

 
Capital gets its power from the ex-
traction of surplus value and the sup-
ply chain is the factory without walls 
where this process takes place. In the 
past socialists organised and agitated 
around the centres of commodity 
production – one thinks of the work 
done around Fiat’s Mirafiori factory 
in Turin and Big Flame’s efforts at 
Dagenham and Halewood – but is 
that sort of work going on today? If 
such agitation is to take place it will 
have to be on a global scale, but the 
technology exists to do it. By going 
global with its supply chains, capital 
is creating the opportunity for global 
working class struggle. In order for 
such struggles to succeed we need to 
know how the present composition 
of capital works. The craft worker 
and the mass worker knew how the 
system produced commodities in 
their day; we need to develop such 
knowledge today.
 
From: http://www.metamute.org/edi-
torial/articles/factory-without-walls 

Brian Ashton <t.ashton AT mersey-
mail.com> is an ex-car industry shop 
steward who developed an interest 
in the logistics industry while doing 
support work with the sacked Liver-
pool dockers during the mid-nineties



Umschlagspunkte*: 
Thesis on ‘new proletariat’ and 

re-concentration
By Wildcat

We have witnessed decades of 
growth in traffic and for at least 
two decades we have seen that this 
growth has deteriorated our working 
conditions - and rendered something 
like ‘working class’ more and more 
invisible. Now we hear of security 
guards on strike bringing airports 
to a standstill; in the US, Walmart 
workers are on strike and dockers are 
blockading ports on the West-Coast; 
even the accident of the Costa Con-
cordia in 2012 exposed the ‘mass 
work’ in the bellies of the high-class 
liners - what’s going on? A revival 
of the working class? Struggling 
proletarians everywhere? A historical 
turning point?

A new proletariat

In Germany during the last fifteen 
years, more and more people have 
been expelled from the system of 
working relations based on collective 
contracts and systems of social secu-
rity (pension funds, health insurance, 
public education system) - which 
also includes representation through 
trade unions.
The Hartz1 laws have accelerated 
these developments drastically. More 
than one million people have been 
permanently on HartzIV since 2005, 
out of which 320,000 work full-time. 

For a short historical moment, the in-
troduction of the Hartz laws resulted 
in unemployment, poverty and social 
exclusion becoming central issues of 
social discussion and confrontation 
e.g. the ‘Monday’ demonstrations 
in East Germany which expressed a 
confrontation with questions about 
what kind of conditions we want 
to live and work in this society. 
During this moment the radical left 
remained at the margins for too long 
and the DGB trade unions (with 
whose help the Hartz laws came into 
existence) were a massive obstruc-
tion to any further protests - the 
historical moment passed. Since the 
intensification of the global crisis it 
is more or less only Sarrazin2 who 
mentions this new proletariat - and 
depicts them as ‘migrants, stupid and 
lazy’.

New mass work

Most of these ‘new poor’ actually 
work. At the World Economic Forum 
in Davos in January 2005, Gerhard 
Schroeder put the Hartz legislation 
into the right context: “We have 
created the best low-wage sector in 
Europe”3. This low wage sector has 
expanded massively, reaching from 
precarious jobs (currently there are 
about one million people employed 
through temp agencies), day labour, 
‘small scale self-employment’, small 
entrepreneurs to labour which is 
formally not registered as waged em-
ployment e.g. work-fare programs (1 



Euro jobs, voluntary work etc.) and 
prison labour. Within this ‘low wage 
sector’ there are large contingents of 
(industrial) mass work, characterised 
by flexible and long working hours 
and an over-proportional employ-
ment of migrant workers. Apart from 
the increase in exports, these types 
of jobs - so-called ‘simple’, manual, 
repetitive, badly paid - is the only 
thing which ‘booms’ in Germany. 
And these jobs mark a decisive 
advantage of the German export in-
dustry: the wage difference between 
permanently employed skilled work-
ers and temp workers is the highest 
within the EU.

Across sectors and global

The proletariat engaged in this new 
type of mass work is situated at 
many different locations of the glob-
al supply-chain, amongst others, at 
quite central inter-faces of the chain. 
The new mass work is precisely not 
a sector, but reaches across sectors: 
between unskilled manufacturing 
jobs, office and checkout work and 
manual tasks within logistics. Sta-
tistically most of this employment is 
counted as ‘services’. Quantitatively 
the most significant sectors for this 
type of work will still be the classi-
cal sectors like care work, retail and 
catering - but during recent years, 
more rapid growth was registered 
amongst so-called ‘production-re-
lated services’, such as temp work 
within production or ‘logistics’ as an 

inter-face between production and 
transport (logistics companies taking 
over pre-assembly work etc.). In the 
newspeak of the economists, ‘service 
provider’ simply means ‘supplier’ or 
often just ‘manual workers’.

Massification and industrialisation 
of transport work

During the last decades the big 
production plants - the strongholds 
of power of the mass worker - have 
been segmented and disjointed. This 
was only possible through the mul-
tiplication of transport work. During 
the 1980s there have been frequent 
waves of struggles in the transport 
sector, lead by ‘professional groups’. 
These were basically the control-
lers (air traffic controllers, runway 
controllers), the drivers (trucks, 
rail, aeroplanes - less so ships) and 
the drivers of big machinery in the 
ports. They have proven that they are 
able to bring the transport chain to 
a standstill. They were not able to, 
and they did not have to overcome 
their professional boundaries. This is 
true for the truck drivers (who have 
the additional problem of small-en-
trepreneur-ism), as much as for train 
drivers, pilots etc.. Initially their 
position was strengthened by just-in-
time production and ‘storage halls on 
wheels’ - even short work stoppages 
had a massive impact and often the 
mere threat to go on strike sufficed 
to obtain wage increases.
The technological attack since the 



1980s has undermined the position 
of power of these qualified ‘transport 
workers’. Simple manual labour, on 
the other hand, has been expanded - 
although during the first phase, the 
expansion went hand-in-hand with 
spacial dispersion. The proliferation 
of communication technologies 
(internet, mobile phone technolo-
gy, GPS, ...) served as a means of 
control of this dispersed labour. At 
the same time previously exclusive 
professions like stewardesses or 
train drivers were turned into semi-
skilled jobs. The working conditions 
in transport and logistics have set 
the standards for the now general 
conditions of the ‘new proletariat’. 
Do the struggles in these sectors now 
indicate a general turn-around after 
years of being on the defensive? At 
any rate, the GDL strikes in 2007/08 
were the first ‘proletarian train driv-
ers strikes’ in Germany for a century.

The state attack

Working conditions deteriorated not 
as a result of the ‘free movement of 
the market’. In August 1981, when 
Ronald Reagan had the striking 
air-traffic controllers arrested and 
paraded in handcuffs and shackles 
he came out with a battle-cry against 
these ‘professional groups’ - and 
established a tendency to use the 
police and military against striking 
transport workers (trucker, dockers 
etc.) from then on. During recent 
years the military has been used 

against strikes in Greece (trucker, 
metro-drivers, ferries) and in Spain 
(air-traffic controllers). Since the 
decision of the federal constitutional 
court in August 2012 it is legal to 
use the German military within the 
national borders of Germany. Under 
this military threat, the job centre 
and state have fostered a booming 
temp work sector and drive this 
cheap labour towards the distribution 
centres and warehouse zones.

Centralisation without concentration 
- a turning point?

In the context of ‘globalisation’ 
huge corporations were created 
(centralisation), without the emer-
gence of new spaces of mass, direct 
cooperation (concentration) on the 
workers’ side. The usual mechanism 
on the workers’ side (resistance of 
workers of a particular company or 
professional group) had little impact. 
The systemic risk within the global 
transport chains remained an empty 
threat for the time being.
In the US, where developments are 
some years ahead, this process has 
been reversing for about one and a 
half decades and bigger workers’ 
concentrations have been re-emerg-
ing in particular places. The number 
of people employed in warehouses 
has increased five-fold between 1998 
and 2006 and the warehouses contin-
uously grow in size. Huge distribu-
tion centres take over more and more 
productive performances (re-work of 



faulty items, assembly, packaging, 
labelling etc.) There is an increase of 
‘functions’ workers have to per-
form on one side and an increase of 
organic composition (automation) on 
the other.

The global traffic jam
- the struggle starts

There has also been a turning point 
regarding the tendency of struggles. 
In recent years we have seen an 
upswing of struggles in the huge 
assembly centres in China (Fox-
conn) and within the global transport 
sector. ‘The first global traffic jam’4 
in 2004 was a turning point. Workers 
are fed up with having to compen-
sate for ailing infrastructure and bad 
organisation by having to improvise 
constantly and to extend their work-
ing-hours. In a historical moment, 
when capital is highly dependent on 
the cooperation of workers, work-
ers increasingly refuse to cooper-
ate. Capital can only dissolve the 
over-accumulation-crisis if it would 
be able to translate the knowledge 
and abilities of living labour into 
a technological leap forward. In a 
system which increasingly appears 
merely as control of individualised 
labour and coercion, we are witness-
ing a growing lack of willingness to 
‘collaborate’. The global traffic jam 
is, at first, only the negative, ‘tech-
nical’ expression of this refusal. But 
given that in the current historical 
constellation capital is forced to in-

vert the tendency of decentralisation, 
we can get a glimpse of the poten-
tiality of the global working class 
shining through the global jam. Thus 
our attention towards the distribution 
centres and their spacial concentra-
tion.

The end of a dream

During the phase of ‘globalisation’ 
the world-wide availability of goods 
and information further increased, 
but the social content of the capital-
ist promise of mobility contracted: 
labour migration is partially combat-
ed in military terms; more and more 
people are excluded from social 
mobility. Spacial mobility was given 
a bad name due to ecological reasons 
and became more expensive. By now 
the expansion of traffic also meets 
‘natural’ limits and in the old ‘devel-
oped countries’ individual mobility 
also decreases due to other reasons 
(‘peak travel’, ‘peak car’).
For several years capitalist mobility 
is confronted on a global scale by 
movements against big transport-in-
frastructure projects and power 
plants. Historically, during phases 
of crisis, struggles have initially 
transferred themselves from the 
sphere of production to the sphere 
of ‘circulation’. In these movements 
against transport-infrastructure proj-
ects we don’t see an inversion of this 
tendency, given that the transport 
sector is, after the ‘public sector’, 
the sector with the highest strike 



rates globally. One of the reasons for 
why movements against transport 
infrastructure projects become more 
popular is due to the fact that people 
experience their own working and 
living conditions - like flexibilisa-
tion, longer working hours, intensifi-
cation and monotony of work - as a 
‘price’ they have to pay for capitalist 
mobility. At first, they find it easier 
to demonstrate on the streets than to 
fight in the workplace. Consequently 
there is a material chance that these 
‘movements’ and ‘workers’ struggle’ 
come together. In the US we can 
see in which direction things might 
be heading: the mobilisation of the 
troqueros, the strikes in the ports, the 
actions of warehouse workers - and 
the attention of Occupy Wall Street 
towards these struggles are precur-
sors of something new.

Class!

These movements, mobilisations and 
struggles are looking for a leverage 
which would enable them to real-
ly change things. Some paths are 
detours (to mix up trade unions with 
working class), some are dead-ends 
(demands towards the state), but 
they are all steps to overcome the 
paternalism of ‘organizing’ and of 
‘taking care of the poor workers’ 
from above.
In the 1950s it was a popular opin-
ion that there is no working class 
anymore - by the end of the 1960s 
no one would have said this. Three 

decades later this opinion again 
became mainstream. This is less a 
sociological problem, rather than 
the question whether there is a force 
which is able to overthrow the whole 
thing. If there isn’t then we are more 
likely to depend on the state to im-
prove our lives.
If you understand the current de-
velopments as an ‘erosion of the 
middle-class’ you end up with a form 
of social Darwinism like Sarrazin. 
To understand the developments just 
as ‘an expansion of the low wage 
sector’ leads to demands of state 
regulation like minimum wages or 
guaranteed income, general health 
insurance etc. In these cases you 
look for the point of conflict not 
‘from below’ but within the political 
arena or by displaying pity with the 
‘poor temp workers at Amazon’.
We want to turn this perspective 
around and see the new proletariat as 
the historical subject. At the begin-
ning of the 1960s Alquati pointed out 
that the skilled workers perceived the 
assembly line workers not as ‘proper 
workers’: they were not skilled, they 
had no class consciousness, they 
were not staying in the factory from 
apprenticeship till retirement... - but 
the workers’ rebellions in the end of 
the 1960s largely originated from 
the assembly departments. Today we 
witness similar developments.
Automation creates even more ‘un-
skilled labour everyone could do’. 
The division between ‘core em-
ployees’ and ‘marginal, outsourced 



workers’ erodes due to the process of 
the conditions of formerly permanent 
workers becoming more precarious.
Technological attack and re-compo-
sition

Crisis of over accumulation

People are surrounded with ever 
more capital, with ever bigger freight 
ships, ever bigger trucks, more 
technologies of control - neverthe-
less efficiency is declining. Here 
again, a review of the situation more 
than half a century ago. During the 
inquiry at Olivetti in the early 1960s, 
the freshly recruited factory workers 
said “you could think that at Olivetti 
people study what dis-organisation 
means…”. In relation to this Alquati 
developed the understanding that as 
long as workers only relate indi-
vidually to what they experience as 
capitalist dis-organisation this would 
lead them into the maze of capitalist 
improvement suggestion schemes, 
wage increases tied to growth of pro-
ductivity and in the end to the idea 
of ‘self-management’. In contrast, 
workers can realise their power for 
a revolutionary rupture once they 
understand the systemic nature cap-
italist dis-organisation and of how 
the actual ‘functioning’ depends on 
their constant improvisations in the 
production process.
Proletarianisation. A migrant work-
force, which on one side has got a lot 
of skills (several languages and cul-
tures, able to operate most modern 

communication technologies) and 
which is forced to ‘fill in the gaps 
and compensate for the shortcomings 
within the capitalist plan’ - but who 
is on the other side increasingly ex-
ploited ‘on demand’ as an allegedly 
‘unskilled’ work-force.

Concentration

The main weapon of the capital-
ist counterrevolution of the recent 
decades was the de-composition and 
segmentation of the big workers’ 
concentrations into sub-sub pro-
duction chains. Through this they 
were able to put more and more 
pressure on the working class. This 
did not happen without resistance, 
but no struggle developed a wider 
mass front-line, or even a ‘public 
discourse’. In Germany we saw a 
turning-point in this development 
roughly six years ago: in most cases 
striking workers meet with sympa-
thy, they are largely seen as people 
who ‘struggle in the interest of us 
all’. This atmosphere combined with 
the process of re-concentration in the 
sphere of exploitation could result in 
a qualitative leap - once people on 
strike are perceived as people with 
power to change things fundamen-
tally. And this time working class 
struggle would actually be global.

From: http://www.wildcat-www.
de/en/wildcat/94/e_w94_umschlag-
spunkte.html



Footnotes
[*] Umschlagspunkt: 
a) point of sudden change, tipping 
point, turning point 
b) point of handling cargo goods, 
e.g. loading cargo from ship to rail 
[1] http://www.gongchao.org/www.
prol-position.net/nl/2005/01/hartz 
[2] http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thi-
lo_Sarrazin
[3] http://www.theguardian.com/
world/2013/aug/30/low-paid-ger-
mans-mini-jobs 
[4] Congestion in US ports leading 
to queues of cargo ships creating 
backlogs which in turn affected car-
go operations in Chinese ports 





As workers at the Jack Wills 
warehouse in Greenford, we 

are writing this leaflet because 
we’ve had enough: wages 
too low, jobs too insecure, 
too much bullying! And we 

think that it is not enough to 
just complain, but we have to 
talk amongst ourselves about 
what we can do to get better 

conditions… 

Jack Wills bangs on about their so-
called ‘Britishness’. This is a joke! 
Their brand and profits are built 
on the backs of workers in other 
countries where they pay the lowest 
wages they can get away with - like 
all companies. And in the Greenford 
warehouse, we also mainly come 

from other places, especially Poland. 
English is not our first language, we 
work for minimum wages. Many of us 
have no job security because we’re 
agency workers, All to make money 
for them so they can sell their clothes 
across the world in fancy shops, 
shops that we can’t even afford to go 
in…

Jack Wills says on their website 
“decency and integrity is at our core; 
it’s inherent in us to act properly and 
treat everybody, whether our people, 
our suppliers or our customers, 
with respect.” Agency workers are 
obviously not part of ‘their people’. 
We don’t think that being shouted 
at, having ever tighter time limits 
and quotas to finish orders in home 
shopping or international, when 
we pick and scan, being under 

	  



surveillance, disciplined and made 
to beg for fucking milk for tea and 
coffee, getting minimum wages, 
having to pay for safety boots and 
hi-vis jackets and being taken on 
and let go whenever it suits them is 
called being treated with respect and 
decency!

What do we want?

We want HIGHER WAGES!
We want to have some JOB 
SECURITY!
We don’t want to be told that WE 
CAN’T TALK OR LAUGH AND THAT 
WE HAVE TO WORK FASTER AND 
FASTER!

How do we do this?

If people say that nothing can be done 
they should look at Ealing Hospital, 
where cleaners and housekeeping 
workers are on strike for higher 
wages. They have been on minimum 
wages for ten years, and they’ve had 
enough. They might have said that 
nothing can be done, but now they 
are doing it!

Let’s discuss our situation amongst 
ourselves and maybe arrange to go 
out together so we can come up with 
some possible actions. We need to 
support each other - if something 
happens to a co-worker, we all have 
to get involved and make sure they 
can’t get away with it. Let’s speak 
to people we don’t usually speak to. 
If we don’t go on strike than we can 
still all decide to work slower and not 

care too much that labels and orders 
are correct - until they pay us better! 
And if things don’t change, we will 
ruin their precious brand by going to 
the media and involving other people 
in the warehouses nearby! After all, 
H&M is right next door…

Get in touch: 
jackwillsworkers@gmail.com



Too long shifts, too little money! 
Since 1st of December 2013 we have 
to work five days a week, often more 
than 12 hours a day. This is no life! 
But we are forced to do so, because 
the wages are so low. Now they have 
also scrapped the last 15-minute 
break, which we only accept because 
we want to get away from the lines 
and get home as quickly as possible. 

No shift longer than 8 hours! No pay 
below 10 pounds an hour!
They could afford to pay us better. 
The fruit and veg we pack for 
Asda, Tesco, Waitrose makes good 

money for Wealmoor and these big 
supermarket chains. The question is 
how to make them pay. They need us, 
hundreds of supermarkets in London 
can only sell snap-peas or mangoes 
because of our work. We could go on 
strike, but that requires preparation 
and discussion. We would get support 
from other people e.g. at the moment 
the cleaners and porters at Ealing 
Hospital are on strike. After ten, 
fifteen years on the job they are still 
only paid the minimum wage, while 
their company Medirest makes good 
profits. They demand more money 
and all 150 workers are out together, 

	  

	  

	  
	  



most of them women. Why couldn’t 
we do this? If we did, surely we’d 
set an example for other warehouse 
workers here in West-London…
many of them work in similarly crap 
conditions to us…

Wealmoor: shit conditions in the UK, 
shit conditions everywhere else!  
We struggle, and we don’t struggle 
alone. Although Wealmoor writes 
a lot about how nice they are to 
the ‘local producers’ and local 
communities’ where they get their 
stuff, independent reports talk about 
pretty bad conditions for workers 
and small producers - no surprise! 
A report about Wealmoor mango 
supplier ‘Sunshine’ in Peru says:

“At the Sunshine packing factory 
in the peak period of January and 
February the labourers work every 
day of the week with an average of 14 
hours a day…workers have to stay in 
the factory until all the mangos for 
the shipment have been processed. 
Workers get only three months 
temporary contracts, although they 
work longer. In this way workers 
don’t get health insurance and other 
benefits they would be entitled to. 
The small producers of the mangoes 
are also ripped off: on average they 
get 0.13 per cent of the supermarket 
price of a mango.” (somo.nl)

But workers fight back, under 
conditions that are harder than here 
in the UK. E.g. 1,800 Camposol 
asparagus workers in Peru organised 
a strike in October 2010 and April 
2012 because they were only paid for 

8 hours, even though they worked for 
12 hours. They reach out a hand to 
us here... 

Slow down! 
If a strike here in Greenford seems 
difficult, there are other things we can 
do: if Wealmoor does not pay us more 
and reduce the working-time by 1st 
of May we will work slower and the 
quality of the orders will suffer. We 
can do this together without a major 
visible action and without anyone 
having to play the hero. We just 
have to start talking and coordinating 
amongst ourselves.

More money, less work... or orders 
might get delayed or rejected!
wealmoorworkers@gmail.com



Circuits of recomposition: 
towards and beyond 
the #22M logistics 

workers’ strike 
by RADIO UNINOMADE

Rethinking strike, finding the func-
tional equivalent of the union-form, 
building up generalization processes. 
These are the hassles we had to be 
dealing with during these last years, 
when the new composition of living 
labour and transformations of the 
mode of production made almost all 
previous organising tools obsolete 
and unusable. Facing these Gordian 
knots, it has been very hard, if not 
impossible, to go beyond enuncia-
tion, or even symbolical allusion, 
and to exceed the simple observation 
of what is not anymore working. 
Even in this case, social strug-
gles must indicate us possibly not 
solutions, but certainly substantial 
hypothesis addressing the directions 
are answers should tend to going 
towards. So it is for logistics work-
ers’ blockades and wildcat strikes, 
which by now – in virtue of their 
common features, extension and du-
ration – we can define as a true cycle 
of struggles. It was on this basis that 
a general logistics workers’ strike 
was called on Friday, March 22nd: 
it will not simply be an event, but a 
further important step in the pro-
cess of conflicts’ accumulation and 
expansion. Both before and after the 
22nd, the porters of the cooperatives 
managing commodity circulation in 

central and northern Italy won’t do 
any extra-work, underlining in this 
way their willingness to really harm 
the counterpart and its interests. De-
fining such strike as a sectorial one 
wouldn’t only be reductive but also 
misleading, as it is precisely sectori-
ality to be put in discussion by these 
struggles that, on the contrary, are 
talking us about generalisation and 
recomposition.

The rupture of fragmentation and 
class composition

The workers, porters in particular, 
at the centre of these struggles, are 
almost all migrants. It isn’t hard to 
understand why: existing legislation 
blackmails them and poses them at 
the bottom of the labour market hi-
erarchy, where borders between em-
ployment and undeclared work blur, 
where contracts are only formalities 
that bosses can easily disrespect, 
where the intensity of exploitation 
doesn’t know rules nor limits. In the 
system of cooperatives – job model 
of the Left and principal enemy of 
these exploited workers – command 
hierarchies are sharp-cut and artic-
ulated: from the top of a company 
to a network of gangsters and spies, 
through the ordinary employment of 
mafia gangs harassing key figures in 
the workers’ struggles (burnt cars, 
threats and aggressions, etc.). And it 
is precisely in these extreme condi-
tions, however, that migrants be-
come the paradigm of contemporary 



precariousness, thus of the general 
composition of living labour.
If previous mobilisations against 
Bossi-Fini legislation (that in Italy 
controls and manages the living 
labor mobility) were animated by 
a classical anti-racist and solidar-
istic scheme – possibly necessary 
but certainly insufficient –, within 
current mobilisations, on the con-
trary, what is under attack has come 
to be the overall logic of exploita-
tion that affects society as a whole, 
within which, and not separately, 
differential processes of migrants 
inclusion take place. Such qualita-
tive leap is well illustrated by the 
words of a Moroccan TNT-Piacenza 
porter: “bosses provoked an ill in 
me: racism. I had become racist to 
the detriment of some colleagues 
coming from other countries, bosses 
say to Moroccans that Tunisians are 
better, to Tunisians they say they are 
better than Egyptians or Rumanians. 
But in the fight against exploitation 
we found unity and defeated racism. 
Now we know that we are equal 
because we are workers.” In other 
words, struggles compose through 
subversive cooperation what cap-
italist exploitation – within which 
racism and racialization are among 
the most violent dispositives – con-
stantly attempts to separate and 
hierarchize. Thus, it is from the 
recognition of a common condition – 
condition for which “everyone must 
bring home some bread” – that these 
processes of struggle and subjec-

tivation are being built. Therefore, 
racism, as workers seem to tell us, 
can be destroyed only by fighting 
exploitation. We cannot step back 
from this assumption.
On the other hand, the adjectival use 
of the term “migrant” is important 
not only from the point of view of 
subordinating dispositives, but also 
from that one of conflictual forms. 
Mohamed Arafat, key figure in the 
logistics pole of Piacenza, ex-
plained us the importance that “Arab 
Springs” had on migrant workers 
in Italy: “to us it was as if we were 
in Egypt: TNT revolution!” Thus, 
destroying racial fragmentation dis-
positives has also signified creating a 
transnational space of circulation for 
struggles, conflictual practices and 
revolutionary imagination. Here, the 
political composition of global living 
labour takes shape, resistant to any 
abstract homogeneity and, precisely 
because of this, able to express itself 
through common languages.

Strikes must harm bosses

Workers of logistics companies 
say their first contact with unions 
happens, in the first place, because 
of essentially bureaucratic matters 
(residence permits, family reunions, 
modules to be filled in). It is the 
same relationship found in service 
offices: once again, from this partial 
angulation, we can well grasp sever-
al transformations of the union-form. 
For the rest, confederal unions in the 



best cases are absent; while in the 
more frequent worst cases are entire-
ly accomplices of bosses and of the 
system of cooperatives. When they 
call on a strike, it is always ritual and 
symbolical: the same workers call it 
“traditional”, that means incapable 
of harming the material interests of 
bosses and having as the sole aim 
the public exposition of the workers’ 
condition of misery, and thus rep-
resenting them as victims deprived 
even of the faculty to speak and of 
subjectivation. “We don’t do this 
kind of strikes, they are useless. And 
we neither want anybody coming to 
tell us to hunger strike, as we already 
do it in our everyday lives. The boss 
must now hunger strike, not us!” 
In fact, it is from the refusal of any 
demonstrative form of strike, and 
of the subject that embodies it, that 
the mobilisation springs up. Even 
(apparent) passivity in determined 
circumstances can become a form of 
struggle, as Romano Alquati was al-
ready explaining us at the beginning 
of the sixties.
“We need to harm bosses”, the work-
ers repeat. And, as they have knowl-
edge of the productive cycle, they 
know when to strike, where to block-
ade, and how to do it. For instance, 
after strikes in November at Coop 
Adriatica in Anzola (Bologna) (the 
biggest warehouse in Emilia-Ro-
magna, distribution centre of all 
‘red’ coops of the region) the match 
seemed lost. In February, however, 
struggles erupted again: on Saturday 

23rd pickets –begun well before the 
sun had risen over the cold Po plain 
– blockaded the entrance to tens and 
tens of back-legs hired by recruiters 
of day labourers in other cities and 
regions, from Cesena to Friuli. But 
this still was not enough: it was only 
when lorries full of commodities had 
been blockaded, and when bosses re-
alized the more than concrete risk of 
losses worth hundreds of millions of 
Euros, that the SI Cobas union dele-
gate had to be called on to treat with 
the boss. The final result was that all 
major workers’ demands were met.
In this manner, workers get it over 
with the merely symbolical and 
ritual plane of strike, and reappropri-
ate it as a tool within and against the 
processes of contemporary capitalist 
accumulation. Therefore, the pro-
duction of imaginary ceases to be a 
separate element or, even worse, a 
representative substitution and goes 
back to live within the materiality 
of struggles. In order to act on this 
plane, a union is necessary, but not 
as the delegate of the struggle nor 
to represent anyone: the union that 
workers are looking for and that 
they have found in SI Cobas or Adl 
Cobas rather have to put its struc-
ture in service of their autonomous 
organisation. In other words, there 
must be a working class use of the 
union. Hence, it can be said that the 
union is useful only to do struggles, 
otherwise it is useless.

Beyond the strike: the question of 



recomposition

The logistics workers’ cycle of 
conflict has brought back on the 
political agenda a theme that Italian 
movements seemed to have almost 
forgotten: victory. Bartolini, Ikea, 
Coop Adriatica, just to mention 
three among the several examples 
of struggles that manage to reach 
their goals and that are proliferating. 
“Before we were enslaved, after 
the struggle everything changed”, a 
worker concisely says. The violence 
of repression has been so ferocious 
as ineffective: it simply constitutes 
the measure of the fear that these 
struggles have engendered in the 
counterpart. The major claims con-
cern the abolition of cooperatives’ 
blackmailing mechanisms and of 
bosses’ discretion on working hours, 
rhythms, holiday retributions, salary 
– “we want equal increases for ev-
eryone”, says Aldo Milani, SI Cobas 
delegate. In these struggles, thus, 
salary returns to become a political 
question, after a long period when it 
had been reduced to a mere element 
of negotiation to be put on the table 
in exchange of employment stability.
However, as we were saying, it 
would be wrong to limit the strength 
of this cycle of conflict to the logis-
tics sector. In the last months, not 
only have we witnessed students, 
precarious and activists participating 
to pickets, but also the organisation 
of common initiatives (think to the 
block of the Ikea store in Bologna). 

Recently, in the province of Bologna 
bosses ask with a vein of apprehen-
sion: “students and social centres 
they will come with you too, won’t 
they?” In any case, the question goes 
beyond solidarity between different 
subjects. In assemblies, for instance, 
workers have often talked about the 
university and about the fundamental 
importance of a student mobilisation, 
not only in terms of a rhetorical uni-
ty, or asking support for pickets, but 
above all because directly interested. 
Several of them, in fact, have either 
diplomas or degrees and border 
after border have been experiencing 
on their very skin the deskilling of 
their labour power. Others, espe-
cially second-generation migrants, 
because of rising fees and costs and 
a decrease in income and welfare, 
either try paying for their studies or 
simply do not access education. On 
the other side, students and precari-
ous perceive in the exploitation and 
in the struggles of migrants a con-
tinuity with their own forms of life 
(sometimes they are even employed 
within the same perverted system 
of cooperatives). It is evident that in 
the logistics sector it is condensed 
a huge accumulation of skills and 
knowledge cooperation, which com-
panies must keep separate in order to 
rule over exploitation. It is from the 
destruction of these dispositives of 
segmentation that, materially and not 
ideologically, the question of re-
composition arises. Differences here 
cease to be a tool for fragmentation 



and become networks of common 
cooperation. This step obviously 
requires adequate organising pro-
cesses, able to both intensify and 
generalise conflicts: this is probably 
what’s at stake beyond the #22M. 
Last week preparatory assemblies 
may possibly constitute some first 
embryonic common spaces to build 
up and develop these processes. The 
bet is on the table, and this is already 
an extraordinary result of these 
struggles.

* Translated by Ivan Bonnin

http://www.uninomade.org/cir-
cuits-of-recomposition-22m/





Blockading the port is only 
the first of many last resorts

by Society of Enemies 

By any reasonable measure, the 
November 2 general strike was a 
grand success. The day was certainly 
the most significant moment of the 
season of Occupy, and signaled the 
possibility of a new direction for 
the occupations, away from vague, 
self-reflexive democratism and 
toward open confrontation with the 
state and capital. At a local level, 
as a response to the first raid on the 
encampment, the strike showed Oc-
cupy Oakland capable of expanding 
while defending itself, organizing its 
own maintenance while at the same 
time directly attacking its enemy. 
This is what it means to refer to the 
encampment and its participants as 
the Oakland Commune, even if a 
true commune is only possible on the 
other side of insurrection.

Looking over the day’s events it is 
clear that without the shutdown of 
the port this would not have been 
a general strike at all but rather a 
particularly powerful day of action. 
The tens of thousands of people who 
marched into the port surpassed all 
estimates. Neighbors, co-workers, 
relatives – one saw all kinds of peo-
ple there who had never expressed 
any interest in such events, whose 
political activity had been limited to 
some angry mumbling at the televi-
sion set and a yearly or biyearly trip 

to the voting booth. It was as if the 
entire population of the Bay Area 
had been transferred to some weird 
industrial purgatory, there to wander 
and wonder and encounter itself and 
its powers.
Now we have the chance to blockade 
the ports once again, on December 
12, in conjunction with occupi-
ers up and down the west coast. 
Already Los Angeles, San Diego, 
Portland, Tacoma, Seattle, Van-
couver and even Anchorage have 
agreed to blockade their respective 
ports. These are exciting events, for 
sure. Now that many of the major 
encampments in the US have been 
cleared, we need an event like this to 
keep the sequence going through the 
winter months and provide a refer-
ence point for future manifestations. 
For reasons that will be explained 
shortly, we believe that actions like 
this – direct actions that focus on the 
circulation of capital, rather than its 
production – will play a major role 
in the inevitable uprisings and insur-
rections of the coming years, at least 
in the postindustrial countries. The 
confluence of this tactic with the on-
going attempts to directly expropri-
ate abandoned buildings could trans-
form the Occupy movement into 
something truly threatening to the 
present order. But in our view, many 
comrades continue thinking about 
these actions as essentially contin-
uous with the class struggle of the 
twentieth century and the industrial 
age, never adequately remarking on 



how little the postindustrial Oakland 
General Strike of 2011 resembles the 
Oakland General Strike of 1946.

The placeless place of circulation

The shipping industry (and shipping 
in general) has long been one of the 
most important sectors for capital, 
and one of the privileged sites of 
class struggle. Capitalism essential-
ly develops and spreads within the 
matrix of the great mercantile, colo-
nialist and imperial experiments of 
post-medieval Europe, all of which 
are predicated upon sailors, ships 
and trade routes. But by the time that 
capitalism comes into view as a new 
social system in the 19th century 
the most important engine of accu-
mulation is no longer trade itself, 
but the introduction of labor-saving 
technology into the production pro-
cess. Superprofits achieved through 
mechanized production are funneled 
back into the development and 
purchase of new production machin-
ery, not to mention the vast, infernal 
infrastructural projects this industrial 
system requires: mines and railways, 
highways and electricity plants, vast 
urban pours of wood, stone, concrete 
and metal as the metropolitan centers 
spread and absorb people expelled 
from the countryside. But by the 
1970s, just as various futurologists 
and social forecasters were predict-
ing a completely automated society 
of superabundance, the technolog-
ically-driven accumulation cycle 

was coming to an end. Labor-saving 
technology is double-edged for cap-
ital. Even though it temporarily al-
lows for the extraction of enormous 
profits, the fact that capital treats 
laboring bodies as the foundation 
of its own wealth means that over 
the long term the expulsion of more 
and more people from the workplace 
eventually comes to undermine cap-
ital’s own conditions of survival. Of 
course, one of the starkest horrors of 
capitalism is that capital’s conditions 
of survival are also our own, no mat-
ter our hatred. Directly or indirectly, 
each of us is dependent on the wage 
and the market for our survival.

From the 1970s on, one of capital’s 
responses to the reproduction crisis 
has been to shift its focus from the 
sites of production to the (non)sites 
of circulation. Once the introduc-
tion of labor-saving technology into 
the production of goods no longer 
generated substantial profits, firms 
focused on speeding up and more 
cheaply circulating both commodity 
capital (in the case of the shipping, 
wholesaling and retailing indus-
tries) and money capital (in the case 
of banking). Such restructuring is 
a big part of what is often termed 
“neoliberalism” or “globalization,” 
modes of accumulation in which 
the shipping industry and global-
ly-distributed supply chains assume 
a new primacy. The invention of the 
shipping container and container 
ship is analogous, in this way, to the 



reinvention of derivatives trading in 
the 1970s – a technical intervention 
which multiplies the volume of capi-
tal in circulation several times over.

This is why the general strike on 
Nov. 2 appeared as it did, not as the 
voluntary withdrawal of labor from 
large factories and the like (where so 
few of us work), but rather as masses 
of people who work in unorganized 
workplaces, who are unemployed 
or underemployed or precarious 
in one way or another, converging 
on the chokepoints of capital flow. 
Where workers in large workplac-
es –the ports, for instance– did 
withdraw their labor, this occurred 
after the fact of an intervention by 
an extrinsic proletariat. In such a 
situation, the flying picket, orig-
inally developed as a secondary 
instrument of solidarity, becomes the 
primary mechanism of the strike. If 
postindustrial capital focuses on the 
seaways and highways, the streets 
and the mall, focuses on accelerating 
and volatilizing its networked flows, 
then its antagonists will also need to 
be mobile and multiple. In Novem-
ber 2010, during the French general 
strike, we saw how a couple dozen 
flying pickets could effectively bring 
a city of millions to a halt. Such mo-
bile blockades are the technique for 
an age and place in which production 
has been offshored, an age in which 
most of us work, if we work at all, in 
small and unorganized workplaces 
devoted to the transport, distribution, 

administration and sale of goods 
produced elsewhere.

Like the financial system which is 
its warped mirror, the present sys-
tem for circulating commodities is 
incredibly brittle. Complex, com-
puterized supply-chains based on 
just-in-time production models have 
reduced the need for warehouses and 
depots. This often means that work-
places and retailers have less than a 
day’s reserves on hand, and rely on 
the constant arrival of new ship-
ments. A few tactical interventions 
– at major ports, for instance – could 
bring an entire economy to its knees. 
This is obviously a problem for us as 
much as it is a problem for capi-
tal: the brittleness of the economy 
means that while it is easy for us to 
blockade the instruments of our own 
oppression, nowhere do we have ac-
cess to the things that could replace 
it. There are few workplaces that 
we can take over and use to begin 
producing the things we need. We 
could take over the port and continue 
to import the things we need, but it’s 
nearly impossible to imagine doing 
so without maintaining the violence 
of the economy at present.

Power to the vagabonds 
and therefore to no class

This brings us to a very import-
ant aspect of the present moment, 
already touched on above. The 
subject of the “strike” is no longer 



the working class as such, though 
workers are always involved.  The 
strike no longer appears only as the 
voluntary withdrawal of labor from a 
workplace by those employed there, 
but as the blockade, suppression (or 
even sabotage or destruction) of that 
workplace by proletarians who are 
alien to it, and perhaps to wage-la-
bor entirely. We need to jettison our 
ideas about the “proper” subjects of 
the strike or class struggle. Though it 
is always preferable and sometimes 
necessary to gain workers’ support 
in order to shut down a particular 
workplace, it is not absolutely nec-
essary, and we must admit that ideas 
about who has the right to strike or 
blockade a particular workplace are 
simply extensions of the law of prop-
erty. If the historical general strikes 
involved the coordinated striking of 
large workplaces, around which “the 
masses,” including students, women 
who did unwaged housework, the 
unemployed and lumpenproletarians 
of the informal sector eventual-
ly gathered to form a generalized 
offensive against capital, here the 
causality is precisely reversed. It has 
gone curiously unremarked that the 
encampments of the Occupy move-
ment, while claiming themselves 
the essential manifestations of some 
vast hypermajority –  the 99% – are 
formed in large part from the ranks 
of the homeless and the jobless, even 
if a more demographically diverse 
group fills them out during rallies 
and marches. That a group like this 

– with few ties to organized labor 
– could call for and successfully 
organize a General Strike should tell 
us something about how different the 
world of 2011 is from that of 1946.

We find it helpful here to distinguish 
between the working class and the 
proletariat. Though many of us 
are both members of the working 
class and proletarians, these terms 
do not necessarily mean the same 
thing.  The working class is defined 
by work, by the fact that it works. 
It is defined by the wage, on the 
one hand, and its capacity to pro-
duce value on the other.  But the 
proletariat is defined by property-
lessness. In Rome, proletarius was 
the name for someone who owned 
no property save his own offspring 
and himself, and frequently sold 
both into slavery as a result. Prole-
tarians are those who are “without 
reserves” and therefore dependent 
upon the wage and capital. They 
have “nothing to sell except their 
own skins.”  The important point to 
make here is that not all proletari-
ans are working-class, since not all 
proletarians work for a wage. As the 
crisis of capitalism intensifies, such 
“wageless life” becomes more and 
more the norm. Of course, exploita-
tion requires dispossession. These 
two terms name inextricable aspects 
of the conditions of life under the 
domination of capital, and even the 
proletarians who don’t work depend 
upon those who do, in direct and 



indirect ways.

The point, for us, is that certain 
struggles tend to emphasize one or 
the other of these aspects. Struggles 
that emphasize the fact of exploita-
tion – its unfairness, its brutality – 
and seek to ameliorate the terms and 
character of labor in capitalism, take 
the working-class as their subject. 
On the other hand, struggles that 
emphasize dispossession and the 
very fact of class, seeking to abolish 
the difference between those who 
are “without reserves” and everyone 
else, take as their subject the prole-
tariat as such. Because of the restruc-
turing of the economy and weakness 
of labor, present-day struggles have 
no choice but to become proletarian 
struggles, however much they dress 
themselves up in the language and 
weaponry of a defeated working 
class. This is why the Occupy move-
ment, even as much as it mumbles 
vaguely about the weakest of redis-
tributionary measures – taxing the 
banks, for instance – refuses to issue 
any demands. There are no de-
mands to make. Worker’s struggles 
these days tend to have few objects 
besides the preservation of jobs or 
the preservation of union contracts. 
They struggle to preserve the right 
to be exploited, the right to a wage, 
rather than for any expansion of pay 
and benefits. The power of the Oc-
cupy movement so far – despite the 
weakness of its discourse – is that 
it points in the direction of a prole-

tarian struggle in which, instead of 
vainly petitioning the assorted rulers 
of the world, people begin to directly 
take the things they need to survive. 
Rather than an attempt to readjust 
the balance between the 99% and the 
1%, such a struggle might be about 
people directly providing for them-
selves at a time when capital and the 
state can no longer provide for them.

Twilight of the unions

This brings us finally to the question 
of the unions, the ILWU in particu-
lar, its locals, and the rank-and-file 
port workers. Port workers in the US 
have an enormously radical history, 
participating in or instigating some 
of the most significant episodes in 
US labor history, from the Seattle 
General strike of 1919, to the battles 
on the  San Francisco waterfront in 
1934 and the sympathy strikes that 
spread up and down the coast. The 
ferocious actions by port workers in 
Longview, Washington – attempting 
to fight off the incursion of non-IL-
WU grain exporter EGT – recall this 
history in vivid detail. Wildcatting, 
blockading trains and emptying them 
of their cargo, fighting off the cops 
brought in to restore the orderly 
loading and unloading of cargo – the 
port workers in Longview remind us 
of the best of the labor movement, its 
unmediated conflict with capital. We 
expect to see more actions like this 
in this new era of austerity, unem-
ployment and riot. Still, our excite-



ment at the courage of Longview 
workers should not blind us to the 
place of this struggle in the current 
crisis of capitalism. We do not think 
that these actions point to some 
revitalization of radical unionism, 
but rather indicate a real crisis in the 
established forms of class struggle. 
They point to a moment in which 
even the most meager demands 
become impossible to win. These 
conditions of impossibility will have 
a radicalizing effect, but not in the 
way that many expect it to. They 
will bring us allies in the workers at 
Longview and elsewhere but not in 
the way many expect.

Though they employ the tactics of 
the historical workers’ movement at 
its most radical, the content of the 
Longview struggle is quite differ-
ent: they are not fighting for any 
expansions of pay or benefits, or 
attempting to unionize new work-
places, but merely to preserve their 
union’s jurisdictional rights. It is a 
defensive struggle, in the same way 
that the Madison, Wisconsin capitol 
occupation was a defensive struggle 
– a fight undertaken to preserve the 
dubious legally-enshrined rights to 
collectively bargain. These are fights 
for the survival of unions as such, 
in an era in which unions have no 
real wind in their sails, at their best 
seeking to keep a floor below falling 
wages, at their worst collaborating 
with the bosses to quietly sell out 
workers. This is not to malign the 

actions of the workers themselves or 
their participation in such struggles 
– one can no more choose to par-
ticipate in a fight for one’s survival 
than one can choose to breathe, and 
sometimes such actions can become 
explosive trigger points that ignite 
a generalized antagonism. But we 
should be honest about the limits of 
these fights, and seek to push beyond 
them where possible. Too often, it 
seems as if we rely on a sentimental 
workerism, acting as if our alliance 
with port workers will restore to us 
some lost authenticity.

Let’s remember that, in the present 
instance, the initiative is coming 
from outside the port and from 
outside the workers’ movement as 
such, even though it involves work-
ers and unions. For the most part, 
the initiative here has come from a 
motley band of people who work in 
non-unionized workplaces, or (for 
good reason) hate their unions, or 
work part-time or have no jobs at all. 
Alliances are important. We should 
be out there talking to truck drivers 
and crane operators and explain-
ing the blockade, but that does not 
mean blindly following the recom-
mendations of ILWU Local 10. For 
instance, we have been told time 
and again that, in order to blockade 
the port, we need to go to each and 
every berth, spreading out thousands 
of people into several groups over a 
distance of a few miles. This is be-
cause, under the system that ILWU 



has worked out with the employers’ 
association, only a picket line at the 
gates to the port itself will allow the 
local arbitrator to rule conditions 
at the port unsafe, and therefore 
provide the workers with legal 
protection against unpermitted work 
action. In such a situation we are 
not really blockading the port. We 
are participating in a two-act play, a 
piece of legal theater, performed for 
the benefit of the arbitrator.

If this arbitration game is the only 
way we can avoid violent conflict 
with the port workers, then perhaps 
this is the way things have to be for 
the time being. But we find it more 
than depressing how little reflection 
there has been about this strategy, 
how little criticism of it, and how 
many people seem to reflexively 
accept the necessity of going through 
these motions. There are two reasons 
why this charade is problematic. 
For one, we must remember that the 
insertion of state-sanctioned forms 
of mediation and arbitration into the 
class struggle, the domestication 
of the class struggle by a vast legal 
apparatus, is the chief mechanism 
by which unions have been made 
into the helpmeet of capital, their 
monopoly over labor power an ideal 
partner for capital’s monopoly over 
the means of production. Under 
such a system, trade unions not only 
make sure that the system produc-
es a working-class with sufficient 
purchasing power (something that 

is less and less possible these days, 
except by way of credit) but also 
ensure that class antagonism finds 
only state-approved outlets, passing 
through the bureaucratic filter of the 
union and its legal apparatus, which 
says when, how, and why workers 
can act in their own benefit. This is 
what “arbitration” means.

Secondly, examined from a tactical 
position, putting us blockaders in 
small, stationary groups spread out 
over miles of roads leaves us in a 
very poor position to resist a po-
lice assault. As many have noted, 
it would be much easier to block-
ade the port by closing off the two 
main entrances to the port area– at 
Third and Adeline and Maritime and 
West Grand. Thousands of people 
at each of these intersections could 
completely shut down all traffic into 
the port, and these groups could be 
much more easily reinforced and 
provided with provisions (it’s easier 
to get food, water, and reinforce-
ments to these locations.) There is 
now substantial interest in extending 
the blockade past one shift, chang-
ing it from a temporary nuisance to 
something that might seriously affect 
the reproduction of capital in the Bay 
Area given the abovementioned reli-
ance on just-in-time production. But 
doing so will likely bring a police at-
tack. Therefore, in order to blockade 
the port with legal-theatrical means 
we sacrifice our ability – quite within 
reach – to blockade it materially. We 



allow ourselves to be deflected to a 
tactically-weak position on the plane 
of the symbolic.

The coming intensification of 
struggles both inside and outside the 
workplace will find no success in 
attempting to revitalize the mor-
ibund unions. Workers will need 
to participate in the same kinds of 
direct actions – occupations, block-
ades, sabotage – that have proven 
the highlights of the Occupy move-
ment in the Bay Area. When tens 
of thousands of  people marched to 
the port of Oakland on November 
2nd in order to shut it down, by and 
large they did not do it to defend the 
jurisdiction of the ILWU, or to take 
a stand against union-busting (most 
people were, it appears, ignorant of 
these contexts). They did it because 
they hate the present-day economy, 
because they hate capitalism, and 
because the ports are one of the 
most obvious linkages in the web of 
misery in which we are all caught.  
Let’s recognize this antagonism for 
what it is, and not dress it up in the 
costumes and ideologies of a bygone 
world.

From: http://www.bayofrage.com/
from-the-bay/blockading-the-port-is-
only-the-first-of-many-last-resorts/
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