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Can the Working Class Change the World? reads like a political pamphlet along the lines of Feminism for
the 99% authored by Cinzia Arruzza, Tithi Bhatacharya and Nancy Fraser (2019) – the difference
being that the latter focuses more on a socialist feminist agenda. The main contribution of Can the
Working Class Change the World? – a six-chapter primer on the current condition of working-class
and worker struggles around the world – is that the book maintains the singularity of the global
working class in making the world a better place to live. Furthermore, while examining significant
achievements of labour movements across the world, Michael Yates, an economist and the director
of Monthly Review Press, also criticises the current form of degradation in some trade unions
which have undermined the class struggle itself.
In Chapter 1, Yates explores the current condition of the working class in different sectors
(from factory workers to informal workers). He highlights the precarisation of the working class
across the globe, as well as the problem of hazardous working condition and child labour that are
still intact in many places. The global middle class might have risen in numbers, but, as Yates clearly
shows, such development has potentially challenged the class struggle (p. 23). However, Yates does
not thoroughly explore the growth of the global middle class, as Therborn (2020) does.1 Moreover,
this reviewer believes that Yates’ explanation on the position of police in society is not firm enough.
However, he provides convincing explanations about this later in the book. This reviewer agrees
with Yates that police personnel are not workers, but belong to the state apparatus and therefore
have interests different from those of the working class. Yates also presents data concerning today’s
global working conditions in quite a comprehensive manner, both in quantitative and qualitative
terms.
The issue of reproductive work, massively occupied by women, is also highlighted in this
account. It is crucial to point out that reproductive work, including social reproduction work, tends
to be ignored in social studies at large. Yates also elaborates on the gender wage gap, sexual
harassment and other threats in workplaces and their significance for workers. This reviewer argues
that his elaboration on this problem constitutes an essential contribution to the field of research
pioneered by Federici (2012), Bhattacharya (2017) and the like. Another problem which often gets
overlooked – job-related mental health issues – is tackled separately in Chapter 4 of the book (p.
91).
Therborn (2020: 87) points out that depicting the middle class based on society’s level of consumption
rather than working conditions has perpetuated the myth of “a world of consumers without producers”.
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In Chapter 2, Yates elaborates on theories of labour exploitation from a Marxist perspective.
He provides the fundamental knowledge needed by workers to organise resistance in a very concise
manner – for example, the elaboration of major theoretical concepts such as capitalism,
exploitation of wage labour, racism, patriarchy, colonialism and imperialism, and how these social
relations affect workers’ conditions globally. He argues that women, “especially those who were
poor, never stopped working for wages” (p. 54). On imperialism, Yates notes that “the global
market, always rewarding those with the most economic power, kept profits flowing from what we
now call the Global South to the Global North” (p. 51) and that “capitalism from its beginning
was racialized” (p. 47), “especially in the Americas and Europe” (p. 64).
Chapters 3 and 4 contain a discussion on the significance of unions and labour movements as
well as the significant challenges faced by the working class today. Unions, Yates points out, “have
been paramount in forcing employers to provide safe workplaces, free of injury and health hazards”
(p. 89). However, he contends that the engagement of labour movements in politics is essential
since “the state, at every level, is intertwined with capital, labor’s primary adversary” (p. 99). In this
light, history indeed shows the numerous significant changes in public policies that have resulted
from the engagement between labour movements and politics. The cases of Sweden and the United
Kingdom (UK) are provided as examples. The Labour Party in the UK, for instance, managed to
nationalise “certain industries like coal and steel, and created a modern welfare state, including the
National Health Service [NHS]” (p. 102). Yates argues that the NHS, a free public healthcare
service, is a remarkable achievement of the engagement between labour movements and politics.
In a word, the traditional function of unions is no longer sufficient to address the transformative
agenda of the working class today.
Additionally, the working class is confronted with alienation and individualisation, which are
a threat to the unity of workers as a class (p. 76; Keating, Rasmussen and Rishi, 2010). Capitalism,
Yates writes, “radically transformed class society” (p. 65) as it is involved in all aspects of human
life, including in workplaces. Under earlier forms of capitalism, he argues, “workers simply carried
out orders” (p. 69). Today, alienation penetrates workers’ lives more profoundly and, in
consequence, affects workers’ organising and unionisation, notwithstanding the countless
organising efforts of unions around the world (Chun, 2008; Pratap, 2014; Izzati, 2020). The
precarious conditions of the working class, as Yates explains in Chapter 1, also affect unionisation
of workers. Amid these conditions, he notes that “it is difficult to form labour unions or engage in
political action” (p. 107). The racial and patriarchal nature of capitalism also “generated
fundamental splits in the working class” (p. 80), while the unity of the working class and solidarity
within it are crucial in labour movements.
In Chapter 5, Yates points out that neo-liberalism poses significant challenges to labour
unions. As noted by Yates, there are some regressive aspects of unions. Some unions “are
bureaucratic, with undemocratic chains of command. Their leaders take on many of the trappings
– expensive homes and cars, overly large expense accounts, private schools for their children, and
the like – of their class enemy” (p. 123). These notions remind this reviewer of some Indonesian
trade unions that have the same characteristics (T.D. et al., 2015). These unions tend to undermine
the workers’ struggle and have challenged class struggle itself (T.D. et al., 2015).
Throughout Can the Working Class Change the World? Yates demonstrates that “Capitalism is a
system of stark individualism” (p. 140). Only radical thinking and acting, he argues, “have any
chance of staving off accelerating levels of barbarism” (p. 184). Therefore, in the last part of the
book, Yates offers suggestions about what organisations can do in the class struggle, pointing out
that “the ‘I’ must be suppressed and the ‘We’ must come to the fore” (p. 140).
Arguing that the working class “must have at least a general idea of the world we want to
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inhabit and how to go about bringing such a place into existence” (pp. 141–142), Yates criticises
some destructive tendencies in social movements, including labour movements, such as liberal
feminism and compromised non-governmental organisations, among others. He points out that all
movements and organisations must be committed to class struggles (p. 145).
Can the Working Class Change the World? is a bold call for reorganising the global working class
to overcome their life conditions through collective actions. Thus, this review recommends the
book as mandatory reading for academics, students and labour activists who look for foundational
analysis in today’s labour movements. Since the book is also quite like a manifesto, ordinary readers
who are interested in labour and social movement issues could digest this book quickly.

References
Arruzza, Cinzia, Tithi Bhattachary and Nancy Fraser (2019) Feminism for the 99%. London: Verso.
Bhattachary, Tithi (ed.) (2017) Social Reproduction Theory: Remapping Class, Recentering Opression. London: Pluto
Press.
Chun, Jennifeer Jihye (2008) The Contested Politics of Gender and Irregular Employment: Revitalizing the
South Korean Democratic Labour Movement. In Labour and the Challenges of Globalization: What Prospects
for Transnational Solidarity? edited by Andreas Bieler, Ingemar Lindberg and Devan Pillay. London: Pluto
Press.
Federici, Silvia (2012) Revolution at Point Zero: Housework, Reproduction, and Feminist Struggle. New York: PM
Press.
Izzati, Fathimah Fildzah (2020) Women’s Work in Indonesia’s Social Media Based Online Store Businesses:
Social Reproduction and Feminization of Work. Journal of Indonesian Social Sciences and Humanities, 10(1):
35–46.
Keating, Christine, Claire Rasmussen and Pooja Rishi (2010) The Rationality of Empowerment: Microcredit,
Accumulation by Dispossession, and the Gendered Economy. Signs (Feminists Theorize International
Political Economy Special Issue), 36(1): 153–176.
Pratap, Surendra (2014) Emerging Trends in Factory Asia International Capital Mobility, Global Value Chains, and
the Labour Movement. Hong Kong: Asia Monitor Resource Centre.
T.D., Bambang, Syarif Arifin, Abu Mufakhir, Dina Septi, Azhar Irfansyah and Alfian Al-Ayubby Pelu (eds.)
(2015) Buruh Menuliskan Perlawanannya. Bogor and DIY: LIPS & Tanah Air Beta.
Therborn, Göran (2020) Dreams and Nightmares of the World’s Middle Classes. New Left Review, 124 (July–
August): 63–87.

BIOGRAPHICAL NOTE

FATHIMAH FILDZAH IZZATI is a researcher at the Center for Politics, Indonesian Institute of
Sciences, Jakarta. She is also an editor at IndoPROGRESS, an online journal dedicated to the
advancement of progressive social movement in Indonesia. In 2018, she obtained an MSc in
Labour, Social Movements and Development from SOAS, University of London; her dissertation
examined informality and women’s work in Indonesia’s social-media-based online store businesses.
[Email: fathimafildza@gmail.com]

Global Labour Journal, 2021, 12(2), Page 176

