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Abstract

Drawing on a new database of newspaper articles on social and labor movements from
1991 to 2011, we examine the contemporary wave of social unrest for what it tells us
about the changing contours of class and capitalism during the current crisis of historical
capitalism. We argue that protests of workers are an important and underrecognized
feature of the current wave of social unrest. These include offensive protests of work-
ers advancing new demands as well as protests of workers defending previously won
gains. Alongside these two types of labor unrest, which have accompanied the spread
of historical capitalism, we also detect rising class-based protest by those whom Marx
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or whether the present period signifies a break with the past and the birth of a
novel form of collective action.

In The Rebirth of History, for instance, Alain Badiou (2012) characterizes
the present moment as the first stirrings of a global popular uprising against a
worldwide erosion of the gains achieved by workers’ movements, communism,
and genuine socialism between 1860 and 1980. For Badiou, this erosion has led
to a regression of social and economic conditions toward those in which globalized
capitalism was born. According to Badiou (2012, 5), the “riots” around the globe—
riots in the French banlieues (suburbs); youth riots in England; protests in Tunisia,
Egypt, Libya, Syria, Iran, and Palestine; protests initiated by Chicano sans-papiers
in the United States; and massive protests in China—"naturally resemble the first
working-class insurrections of the nineteenth century.”

For Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri (2012), however, the current wave of
unrest has nothing to do with these early insurrections of modern capitalism. On
the contrary, what we see is a completely novel phenomenon. Hardr and Negri
analyze the social and political conditions under which the social resistance thar
erupted in and around 2011 took place. They argue that contemporary movements
of resistance and rebellion, like the Greek and UK riots, Spanish indignados, the
Occupy Wall Street movement, and the Tunisian and Egyptian revolutions, are
made possible by rew figures of subjectivity——zhe indebted, the mediatized, the secu-
ritized, and the repmented—created by the triumph and the crisis of neoliberalism.

The opposite conclusions reached by Badiou and Hart and Negri with regard
to the novelty of the current upsurge demonstrate the theoretical confusion that
surrounds many recent analyses. It is notable that, like many observers, neither
Badiou nor Hardt and Negri find it necessary to discuss the class composition of
these social movements in order to explain them. There have been some analyses
examining class in the global protests, but these have tended to focus on one par-
ticular class actor: the declining sections of the formerly stable middle or working
classes—what Guy Standing calls “the precariat,” people living and working precar-
iously. Standing (2011, 19) associates a wide range of protests—the EuroMayDay
demonstrations, riots in French banlieues, protests of undocumented immigrant
workers, riots of local youth all over Europe, as well as ethnic violence and riots in
China and South Africa—with this growing precariat, which deeply “experiences
the four A’s: anger, anomie, anxiety, and alienation.” Standing, however, does not
see this precariat as part of the “working class” or the “proletariat” in general.,
These terms, he says,

suggest a society consisting mostly of workers in long-term, stable, fixed-hour jobs
with established routes of advancement, subject to unionization and collective
agreements, with job titles their fathers and mothers would have understood,
facing local employers whose names and features they were familiar with. Many
entering the precariat would not know their employer or how many fellow
employees they had or were likely to have in the furure. (Standing 2011, 6)
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countries of North Africa. These analyses have paid little attention to other impor-
tant protest actors, such as the militant and ascendant working classes, especially
in East Asia, and the growing sections of unemployed, excluded, and increasingly
restive workers in countries around the world.

In this chapter we attempt to constr
woy is calling for by analyzing the con
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that take place in the capitalist system as a whole. Like Ira Katznelson (1986), we
see protest as more than just an expression of existing class interests. Protest, like
Katznelson’s “collective action,” is itself a moment of class formation. Therefore,
by studying the character, location, and timing of protests, we can gain a deeper
understanding of the class dynamics shaping possible ways forward for the present
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Two key findings emerge from our analysis of the newspaper articles. First,
protests of workers are an important and underrecognized feature of the current
wave of social unrest. This includes both offensive protests of workers advancing
new demands, as well as defensive protests of workers defending previously won
gains. These two types of protests can be seen as a continuation of the cyclical
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Flgu['e 10.1 Frequency of Mentions of Social Unrest
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Figure 10.2 Mentions of Worldwide Labor Unrest, the New
York Times and the Times (London), 1991-2011
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A Secular Trend of Labor Unrest?.Protest of the
Stagnant Relative Surplus Population
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been fast enough to satisfy demand for jobs. Unemployment is particularly acute
among the young in the interior of the country. (Reuters 201 1)
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llions of youth. The rioters who looted

d other UK cities were part of the 1.3
“one of every five 16-to-24-year-olds in
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protesting against specific austerity meas

out of their own futures. Experts warn of volatility in state finances and the broader
society as the most highly-educated generation in the history of the Mediterranean
hits one of its worst job markets” (Donadio 2011).

It is, of course, not the first time we've seen resistance by these excluded
segments of the working class. However, these excluded workers appear to be a
greater force and to pose a much more serious challenge to the capitalist system
than before.

Conclusion
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OR Strike! OR struggl! OR rall)) AND (labor! OR worker! OR empl.oyee.’ OR wggfi!
OR job! OR unionl). False positives were eliminated, and each art;cle was code
and]cat.cgorizcd according to its time, location, type, demands, and agents.

Table 10.1 Number of Mentions of Social Protest According to Newspaper Sources,
’ ‘ by Country, 1991-2011, Top 33 Countries Shown (N = 2,000)

New
Financial London \(ork Washington
Country Total Times Guardian Times Times Post
67

Egypt 294 82 54 ;&Z ;2 o
Tunisia 189 55 45 2 ” 2
Syria 183 38 21 " » i
France 167 3 48 o o >
Iran 154 37 20 > 2 >
Libya 145 37 27 2 y
United Kingdom 120 39 20 ] . .
Bahrain 118 34 29 ; 5 7
Yemen 113 39 17 . 2 o
China 95 15 13 2 5 2
Iraq 76 1 9 - o .
United States 73 2 1" . > 2
\srael (Palestine) 54 13 10 a ° :
Greece 52 10 19 2 g >
Mexico 50 12 3 ; ; 5
Jordan 43 14 g . : e
Algeria 39 10 : o : !
Russia 39 10 ¢ - : ;
Germany 38 7 ° ; o
Saudi Arabia 38 13 11 ° . :
Israel 36 4 6 ; s :
Korea, Rep. 33 16 Z : : -
Indonesia 31 2 . . o :
Pakistan 30 3 o . : ;
ltaly 27 6 2 ; 2 .
Kyrgyzstan 26 4 ; 0 : :
India 24 4 . : : /
Spain 22 4 ; . :
Venezuela 22 8 ) : A
Morocco 21 6 Z : 2 1
Turkey 22 8 : 2 ; !
Nepal 20 5 e : :
Uzbekistan 20 7
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