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Synopsis 

 

  In Wollongong during the 1980s unemployment sky-rocketed as capitalist crisis brought 

about mass sackings and a huge rise in youth joblessness. As part of a significant fight-

back by the labour movement in Wollongong against unemployment and its effects, 

unemployed people in the Illawarra formed the Wollongong Out of Workers’ Union 

(WOW). This thesis explores and analyses the praxis of this union and the use of work as 

a form of class power. 

 

 An important part of this thesis involves the use of Autonomist theories and concepts to 

examine class as a political project and class struggle as a diversity of praxi that can 

challenge capital and create alternative ways of working and living. Using an Autonomist 

Marxist theoretical framework, I have explored concepts such as class composition and 

self-valorisation and have provided a consideration and critique of previous research on 

work, unemployment, class, the right to work and work refusal.  

 

 Through in-depth semi-structured interviews with nine former WOW members, this 

study focuses on how WOW’s membership combined practices of work refusal with 

struggles for the right to work. Further I examine if these practices reflected and effected 

working class composition. The thesis also explores the relations between WOW’s 

members and trade unions, political parties, the state and capital and emphasises the 

culture of rebellion and resistance that was most clearly evident in the union’s connection 

to punk subculture. 

 

 Findings from this study suggest that the praxis of WOW involved both individual and 

collective work refusal and struggles for the right to work and that the work of WOW’s 

membership reflected and effected working class composition. These struggles for the 

right to work and to refuse work can both be considered struggles against capitalism that 

helped to recompose the working class. 
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Working for the Class:  

The Praxis of the Wollongong Out of Workers’ Union 

 

 

The 1982 Right to Work March from Wollongong to Sydney.  

Interviewee Sharon Pusell is third from the right. 

 

 

Chapter One – Class Struggle and Crisis  

 

Don't be told what you want 

Don't be told what you need 

There's no future 

There's no future 

There's no future for you. 

(‘God Save the Queen’, Sex Pistols, 1977) 

 

  

 For many years my friends have suggested I ‘write something’ about the Wollongong 

Out of Workers Union (WOW). I was a founding member and one of the convenors of 

WOW during most of its existence. Up until now I have had little chance to do this, but 



after much consideration, I decided that writing this thesis provided me with a good 

opportunity to clarify the praxis of WOW and to interrogate theoretical positions on work 

and work refusal. The thesis is specifically concerned to investigate strategies for freeing 

labour from the domination of capital and in particular to question whether work refusal 

and right to work struggles are contradictory or complementary to each other. My 

intention is to understand how WOW, the union and its members, sought individually and 

collectively to refuse and challenge commodified labour, while simultaneously fighting 

for the right to work. I will argue that the struggles of WOW members to refuse work and 

for the right to work were complementary and together helped politically to recompose 

the working class.   

 

 This thesis builds on the work of others to contribute to a better understanding of the 

proletarian struggles of the 1980s. It utilises Autonomist Marxist theoretical analysis as a 

framework to help explore and further debates around work, unemployment and work 

refusal. Autonomist Marxist perspectives are centred on the agency of the proletariat and 

affirm proletarian power. By investigating the praxis of WOW the thesis will fill out 

Autonomist Marxist theories by connecting them to practice and by revealing the 

complexities and contradictions of work refusal practices and right to work struggles.  

 

 This introductory chapter briefly outlines the format and content of this thesis and 

situates the formation of WOW by briefly outlining the international, national and local 

context in the 1980s. 

 

Chapter Two provides a discussion and justification of the methodology used in the 

research. The thesis relies on a number of sources and the limitations of these sources is 

discussed. My involvement in WOW raised a number of issues and concerns, so special 

attention is given to what is known in sociology and anthropology as ‘the problem of 

insider knowledge’ (Poplin, 1979) and to the use of semi-structured interviews with 

people who were active in the Union. This chapter then addresses a range of concerns 

such as bias and validity, particularly the effect on my respondents of my own active 

participation in the organisation I am studying and my relationships with them. 



 The next chapter introduces and discusses some of the theories related to this field of 

research. It summarises and reviews previous research on work, unemployment, class and 

class composition, the right to work and work refusal and critically analyses different 

perspectives on these issues. This chapter introduces and clarifies Autonomist Marxist 

perspectives and outlines the theoretical tools and concepts used to analyse the data on 

WOW. These are also used to address questions about how struggles around work, work 

refusal and unemployment reflect and effect class composition and to investigate the use 

of work as a form of power by capital against the proletariat and by the proletariat against 

capital.  

 

 Chapter Four outlines the results of my research. It describes the praxis of WOW based 

on interviews with participants in it. Here I outline to what extent WOW members 

practised work refusal and how this related to and affected the Union’s struggle for the 

right to work. Further, I examine if these practices reflected and effected working class 

composition. This chapter analyses the different factors that my respondents considered 

to be important and what significance they attached to work refusal, to the right to work 

and to class. To assist this analysis, the chapter also explores the relations between 

WOW, its members and trade unions, political parties, the state and capital and 

emphasises the culture of rebellion and resistance that was most clearly evident in 

WOW’s connection to the punk subculture. 

 

 The concluding chapter deals more explicitly with the links between the theoretical 

concepts discussed in Chapter Three and the main themes that emerge from the data 

analysis. I interpret the results of this study and look at possible applications or 

consequences of its findings. Here I argue that the praxis of WOW was composed of both 

individual and collective work refusal and struggles for the right to work and that the 

work of the unemployed people involved in WOW reflected and effected working class 

composition. These struggles for the right to work and to refuse work can both be 

considered struggles against capitalism that helped to recompose the working class. The 

chapter concludes by looking at the contribution my findings make to knowledge about 

the subject area and closes with some suggestions for further inquiry.  



International capitalist crisis and the rise of neo-liberalism  

 

  The 1970s saw the end of the ‘long boom’ and a capitalist crisis involving prolonged 

economic downturn, an intensification of worldwide competition, a fall in global demand 

and output and a sharp climb in inflation. These helped precipitate a major economic 

recession, broke the wage-price spiral, weakened the bargaining position of trade unions 

and undermined workers’ struggles as large numbers of workers were sacked. As a 

response to the crisis of the late 1970's and early 1980's, a new conservative political 

ideology known as ‘monetarism’, ‘economic rationalism’ and ‘neo-liberalism’ was 

embraced by the ruling class in many capitalist societies. Neo-liberalism legitimises the 

power of the ruling class in the name of the universal law of the market. Its objectives are 

to: reduce workers’ wages and conditions; cut social spending by governments to the 

most needy; privatise state assets; and boost profits. Yet, while insisting that intervention 

by governments, unions and other social bodies detrimentally restricts the right of 

capitalists to make profits, neo-liberal governments have restructured and refocused the 

state resulting in greater state intervention, repression and authoritarianism. Neo-

liberalism has assisted capital’s use of crisis and the growth of finance capital, 

technological developments, the international movement of capital and the international 

division of labour as weapons against the working class (Zerowork, 1975; Dyer-

Witheford, 1999). 

 

 Working class struggles in the 1960s and early 1970s pressured capital and the state, to 

grant concessions to stave off social conflict and maintain order. These struggles 

increasingly affected production, as strikes, other forms of work refusal, rebellions and 

liberation movements grew and spread. It was finance capital that first broke out of the 

confines imposed by the post-war nation state compromise by taking flight from areas of 

working class strength, utilising an increasingly global ‘reserve army’ of labour. This was 

followed by rapidly increasing global production and an international division of labour 

which transformed national and international labour markets and labour power relations 

across the globe. In a “political assault on full employment”, governments in New 

Zealand, Britain, the United States and Australia used unemployment to reaffirm capital’s 



right to manage as rapid technological change destroyed and deskilled many jobs 

(Critcher et al, 1978: 381). Recession and mass unemployment eroded the industrial 

power of workers and the bargaining power of the unions as employers and governments 

went on the offensive and employed economic crisis to restructure the workplace, work 

practices and industrial relations in their favour.  

 

 The political trailblazers of neo-liberalism were Ronald Reagan who was elected U.S. 

President in 1980 and Margaret Thatcher who became U.K. Prime Minister in 1979. 

Reagan claimed he wanted to ‘rein in government’ because it was an obstacle to 

economic opportunity and human liberty. Complaining that the federal government over-

spent and over-regulated, his administration set about deregulating the market and cutting 

social spending. While implementing and popularising neo-liberal economic policy, the 

Reagan administration unleashed a major offensive against the working class both 

domestically and internationally, notably by defeating the U.S. air-traffic controllers' 

strike in 1981 and by funding and unleashing an ‘anti-communist’ war of terror in South 

and Central America (Meyerson, 2004: 21). Reagan and Thatcher agreed on many 

policies and worked closely together internationally. The Thatcher Government was 

totally committed to breaking the collective power of the working class and with new 

anti-strike and anti-union legislation attacked workers in the British industries where their 

power was the strongest; the coal mines, the docks and the steel industry. The defeat of 

the British miners’ strike and the destruction of Consett’s steel industry illustrate the 

viciousness of the attacks on British workers during this period.  Here were clear lessons 

to workers that the Thatcher Government would use all means necessary to crush their 

power (Hudson, 1997). Both the Reagan and Thatcher regimes championed global 

market forces as the primary mechanism for altering national economies. They promoted 

reindustrialisation through restructuring and rationalisation, tax cuts for the rich, cuts in 

social spending and the transformation of the state to better serve the interests of capital. 

Together their neo-liberal policies helped ensure that the economic crisis of the period 

became a crisis of the working class.  

 



 During the late 1970s and early 1980s, Australia was reeling from the international 

recession. Here the economic downturn was marked by a decline in the manufacturing 

industry, spiralling inflation and, initially, with growing youth unemployment. As 

unemployment grew and adult workers began to lose jobs in their thousands, the 

Coalition Fraser Government introduced a ‘wage pause’ and began to cut social 

spending. But, Australia’s union movement and growing working class resistance to 

austerity eventually helped to undermine Fraser’s plans and bring down his government. 

In 1983 the Hawke Labor Government was elected after cementing an 'Accord' between 

the ALP and the Australian Council of Trade Unions (ACTU). In return for government 

consultation and involvement in ‘tripartite’ bodies with government and employers, the 

ACTU agreed to discipline their rank and file over pay, conditions and industrial action. 

The Accord partners argued that workers had to make sacrifices to make the nation 

competitive in the new global market and sought through co-operation what the previous 

Coalition government had failed to force by confrontation: “wage cuts, an end to 

militancy on the job, the subordination of workers to national economic competitiveness” 

(O’Lincoln, 1993: 28). The Accord process (1-VII) resulted in “a massive shift of GDP 

from wages to profits”, longer working hours, increased casualisation and a sharp fall in 

unionisation rates (Rainford, 1999: 9). Unions that attempted to break out of the Accord 

were either outlawed, such as the Builders Laborers’ Federation, had military personnel 

break their strikes, such as the pilots’ union, and faced new laws to curtail union power 

(McPhillips, 1988). The Hawke-Keating period can be seen as the beginning of the end of 

the social compact in Australia and the start of a successful neo-liberal offensive against 

the working class.  

 

 

Wollongong workers fight back 

 

 Wollongong workers played an important part in bringing down the Fraser Government 

and in the election of the Hawke Government in 1983. According to Tom O’Lincoln 

(1993: 127), “Wollongong was the launching pad for the last round of protest marches of 

the Fraser era, initiated by the Wollongong Out of Workers’ Union”. Although this is 



partially inaccurate (WOW was still being formed during this period), the jobs crisis and 

fight back against unemployment by Wollongong’s working class was nonetheless 

significant and the leader of the Opposition, Bob Hawke, travelled to the city on the last 

day of his election campaign and promised a crowd of 10,000 gathered in the Dapto 

Showground that he would save the steel industry within one hundred days of winning 

office (Schultz, 1990: 16). 

 

 During most of the past century, the Illawarra had been a centre of heavy manufacturing, 

coal mining and export. For much of this period, Australia’s biggest company, Broken 

Hill Proprietary Company (BHP), was the major employer, wielding significant political 

and economic power. Its steelworks and mines marked the landscape and its “rhythms of 

industrial society” were central to the region as “company time structured local time” 

(Eklund, 2002: 164).  The predominance of an industrial workforce, many of whom were 

employed by a single employer, also helped to create a strong class consciousness within 

the Illawarra. The region has a long history of social activism, the most powerful and 

influential collective expression of which has been the labour movement. After years of 

determined and often bitter struggle, the workforce in the Illawarra steel and coal 

industries had been successfully unionised and had gained relatively advanced wages and 

conditions. The Illawarra unions were united in the most militant regional labour council 

in Australia and the region’s working class was a major obstacle to ‘market forces’ 

(Eklund, 2002). 

 

 During the late 1970’s and through the 1980’s, the Illawarra felt the impact of major 

economic restructuring, technological change, deregulation and privatisation. Over the 

next decade, the region’s working class was decomposed through changes in work and 

workplaces. Mass sackings, unemployment, poverty and social crisis gripped the region 

in a process known as decomposition (as explained in Chapter Three). At the start of the 

1980s, unemployment in the Wollongong area was around ten per cent of the workforce. 

Twenty five thousand people worked for BHP Steel and thousands more worked in the 

mines, many of which were owned by BHP. The mass sackings of the 1980s would see 

the closure of three quarters of the mines and the steelworks’ workforce reduced to about 



five thousand currently. When WOW was established in 1983, there were more than 

19,000 people registered as unemployed and the local Commonwealth Employment 

Service listed only 108 job vacancies (Schultz, 1985: 4).Yet, this was only part of the 

picture. These figures did not include ‘the hidden unemployed’, estimated by the 

Australian Bureau of Statistics in 1984 as around 1,000,000 people nationally. According 

to WOW’s newspaper The Gong (1985: 6) taking these people into account would take 

the number of unemployed people in Wollongong during this period to over 40,000 out 

of a total population of around 200,000. 

 

  Wollongong’s unemployment crisis brought out a collective response as the city’s 

people “turned outwards in anger and protest” (Schultz, 1985: 19). In October 1982 the 

Kemira miners organised a sit-in strike to protest their retrenchment. While they occupied 

the pit a series of mass demonstrations filled the city’s streets and over 10,000 workers 

packed the Wollongong Showground to vote overwhelmingly for lightning strikes in the 

steelworks and the mines. This mass meeting also decided to march on Federal 

Parliament to protest against the Fraser Government’s lack of action to halt sackings. A 

special train was arranged by the NSW ALP Government to take thousands of workers to 

Canberra. When they arrived at Parliament, ALP leaders Hayden and Hawke were 

waiting to address them from a stage that had been set up across the road and a flimsy 

barricade and a few police stood defending Parliament House. The workers swept past 

the stage, broke through the barricade, stormed up the steps of Parliament and smashed 

their way through the doors chanting ‘we want jobs’. If not for the quick thinking of a 

few union officials working with the police massed inside the doors, the workers would 

have advanced even further into the House itself (Kelly and Macey, 1982: 1).  

 

 Next came the Right to Work March from Wollongong to Sydney in November 1982. 

While initiated by another Wollongong Showground mass meeting of workers and 

organised by the combined unions, most of the forty or so who marched were young 

unemployed people. When they reached Sydney, the marchers were greeted by twenty 

thousand workers who had gone on strike in Sydney, Wollongong and Newcastle. As the 

fight against sackings spread across the country, the Fraser Government was doomed and 



the Hawke Labor Government was elected on a platform of ‘jobs, jobs, jobs’. According 

to local labour movement activists, another “significant working class gain from these 

three months of intense struggle was the formation of the Wollongong Out of Workers’ 

Union” (Donaldson, Larcombe and McGee, 1984: 25). 

 

 After the election of the Hawke Government, the nature of the Accord process was made 

evident in Wollongong with the implementation of the Steel Industry Plan. Here the ALP 

Government and the ACTU accepted BHP’s long-term strategy and supported the 

provision of hundreds of millions of taxpayers’ dollars to the company to invest in job-

displacing technology. “When Hawke spoke of saving the steel industry, it was the 

salvation of the balance sheet he was talking about, a balance sheet that made no 

provision for the social impact of the restructuring” (Schultz, 1985: 252). The Steel 

Industry Plan was rejected by local unions when they were eventually told what it 

entailed. They argued that BHP was using the ‘crisis’ to “achieve long-standing 

objectives of rationalisation and restructure” (Schultz, 1985: 86). But as the steelworks’ 

general manager, John Clark, pointed out “there is nothing like the contemplation of the 

hangman in the morning to get people to co-operate” (Schultz, 1985: 210). While some 

learnt to cooperate with the plans of BHP’s executives, for too many of Wollongong’s 

unemployed the hangman would soon become themselves. 

 

 

No future? 

 

 As news’ headlines around the nation proclaimed Wollongong’s agonizing jobs’ crisis, 

local business interests launched a promotional campaign that named the area ‘The 

Leisure Coast’ and announced that the Illawarra was ‘alive and doing well’. The Leisure 

Coast concept, while focusing on the region’s scenic beauty and promoting the Illawarra 

as a tourist destination, also attempted to obscure the growing level of unemployment and 

reframe the unemployed themselves. In response the young unemployed members of 

graffiti group YAPO (Young and Pissed Off) sprayed on the main symbol of the Leisure 

Coast, the North Beach International Hotel, “It’s unemployment not leisure” (Davis, 



1997: 137). YAPO was one manifestation of a growing punk scene in Wollongong at that 

time. In the early 1980s, ACME music co-op, a collective of local alternative musicians 

and others influenced by punk, began to put on regular concerts for local bands who had 

nowhere else to play and for people who were not interested in the usual pub bands. It 

was here that local punk-inspired bands got their first gigs and where local punks could 

get together without fear of being beaten up (Brunetti, 1983: 12).  

 

 Around the same time, Redback Graphix, an anarchist/communist-inspired and punk-

influenced poster collective was established in Wollongong. Redback produced a wide 

variety of brightly coloured posters for political and social struggles which were regularly 

plastered all around town. They also produced t-shirts, banners and other art works in 

support of workers’ struggles. Redback produced a number of posters for WOW and 

WOW’s banner (donated to WOW by YAPO) which led the Right to Work March to 

Sydney (Zagala, 2005). In 1982, the year WOW was formed, some of the people 

involved in Redback Graphix helped to produce the film Greetings from Wollongong.  

This punk-influenced social realist feature film had ‘an unemployed all star cast’ of local 

youth. The film exposed the growing commodification of the region, the negative social 

and environmental effects of industrialisation and the growing economic and social crisis 

of rising unemployment and the emergence of a ‘no future’ generation of young people 

(Steel City Pictures, 1982). 

 

 As youth unemployment in Wollongong grew, so did punk culture. Punk had exploded 

into popular consciousness with the Sex Pistols and their 1977 hit single ‘God Save the 

Queen’ and their album ‘Never Mind the Bollocks’. Their ‘Anarchy in the UK’ tour of 

England with The Clash made both bands infamous as city after city banned their gigs 

and conservative politicians and media commentators denounced them. The Sex Pistols 

and The Clash were strongly influenced by anarchism, situationism and libertarian 

socialism (Savage, 1991; Vague, 1997: 130) and their anti-authoritarian, anarchic spit in 

the face of the establishment struck a powerful chord amongst marginalised working 

class youth not only in Britain but also in far away Wollongong. The influence of punk 

spread and diversified, inspiring young people to form their own bands, create their own 



fanzines and outfits and put on their own gigs. Soon punk’s focus on ‘do it yourself’ 

cultural rebellion, individual autonomy and rejection of capitalist consumption mixed 

with more overt political struggles. In Wollongong the individual and collective 

manifestations of punk where intertwined from the start, and were often overtly political, 

progressive and anti-capitalist. As Richard Boon explains: “The threat posed by earlier 

punk was that intelligent young working class people would throw off the shackles of 

oppression and step into history!” (Savage, 1991: 397).  

 

 

Unemployed people - stepping into history 

 

 While some unemployed people had ‘no future’, others did ‘step into history’ by forming 

their own organisations and engaging in class struggle. As unemployment grew during 

the late 1970s, the unemployed established unions in Hobart, Launceston, Perth, 

Newcastle, Sydney and Melbourne. Left organisations had initiated most, if not all, of 

these unions and members of the Communist Party of Australia (CPA) were prominent in 

most of them. The Melbourne Unemployed Workers Union (UWU) was numerically and 

organisationally the strongest unemployed union and was eventually granted land and a 

building by the Northcote City Council (Wilson, 1979: 9). Yet it was not long before the 

Melbourne UWU’s anti-capitalist aims clashed with the electoral plans of its ALP 

supporters. Leading up to the 1983 Federal Election, the Left-ALP-dominated Northcote 

Council tried to evict the UWU from their offices. When the union resisted and refused to 

leave, the police threw them out in a military style dawn raid and immediately bulldozed 

the offices and with them the unions’ files, office equipment and other resources. This 

demonstration of the nature of the ALP was not lost on other unemployed unions and a 

poster featuring the demolished UWU offices with the heading ‘the ALP’s answer to 

unemployment’ had pride of place on the WOW office wall (National Union of 

Unemployed People, 1985: 5). While Tom O’Lincoln (1993: 127) argues that once 

“bereft of jobs, unemployed workers found themselves bereft of leadership as well”, there 

were in fact a wide variety of political organisations that competed to provide leadership 

to the unemployed. Once the Hawke Government was elected, ALP influence in 



unemployed unions declined while the CPA and more militant left, anarcho-syndicalist 

and anarchist organisations continued to play a role. 

 

 

The CPA - stepping out of history 

 

 Both the ALP and CPA played an important part in the fight-back against unemployment 

in Wollongong. The Illawarra had elected left-wing ALP Members to both State and 

Federal Parliament and the most powerful and influential local unions were led by ALP 

members committed to their party’s ‘socialist objective’ and/or by CPA members 

committed to a not dissimilar reformist party program. The CPA and the left of the ALP 

often worked closely together in the trade unions and in the peace, women’s and other 

social movements. By the late 1970’s, the CPA in Wollongong had over one hundred 

local members. ‘The Party’ was an eclectic family influenced by its Leninist and Stalinist 

past but also by Euro-communism, libertarian socialism, syndicalism, anarcho-

syndicalism and various ‘new left’ currents. ‘The Party’ was well respected amongst 

broad sections of workers giving it significant influence beyond the size of its 

membership. CPA members and sympathisers were in leading positions in the coal, steel, 

waterside, and other unions. CPA member Merv Nixon was the long-standing secretary 

of the South Coast Labour Council, the peak regional trade union body and hence also a 

member of the ACTU executive. The left ALP/CPA alliance played a central role in the 

local fight-back against mass sackings and unemployment, helping to bring down the 

Fraser Government. During the Hawke years, this alliance continued and was cemented 

through the Accord process until eventually the CPA liquidated itself (Interview with 

George, 2006; Interview with Pete, 2006; Milner, 1984; O’Lincoln, 1985).  

 



 

WOW members on the lawns of Federal Parliament in 1983 with WOW’s Log of Claims. 

Interviewee Lucy Pepolim is on the right and Richard Southall is at the front centre. 

 

 

Chapter Two – Working in Collaboration 

 

You gotta drag yourself to work 

Drug yourself to sleep 

You're dead from the neck up 

By the middle of the week 

 

Face front you got the future  

Shining like a piece of gold 

But I swear as we get closer 

It looks more like a lump of coal 

But it's better than some factory 

Now that's no place to waste your youth 

I worked there for a week once 

But luckily I got the boot.  

(‘All the Young Punks’, The Clash, 1978) 

 



 This chapter outlines the research method of this thesis and the position of the researcher 

within it. A significant amount of research already exists on work refusal, the right to 

work and unemployed people’s struggles. Studies of unemployed people in modern 

Australia have concentrated on their marginalisation, impoverishment, ill health and 

disempowerment (e.g. Blakers, 1984; Hughes, 1986; Kildal, 1998 McDonald, A., 1995, 

Roe, 1985; Turner, 1983) and they have related unemployed people’s struggles to 

traditional notions of work, the need for paid employment and the power of capital 

(Lowenstein, 1997; Mendes, 1999).  

 

 Yet, the relationship between unemployed people’s refusal of work and struggles for the 

right to work is a neglected area of research. While struggling for the right to work was 

an overt practice of WOW, practices of work refusal by members of the organisation 

were often more covert and complex and their relation to the demand for the right to 

work warrants closer investigation. In order to explain this relationship, this study instead 

recognises and inquires into the creative power of the unemployed, their individual and 

collective agency, and how this power can manifest as anti-capitalist struggle. This does 

not mean that it will celebrate or romanticise the poverty and suffering of the 

unemployed, or WOW as an organisation. Rather, it aims to discover how and why 

struggles of work refusal and for the right to work develop, and to understand their 

content, their directions and their relationship to each other.  

 

 This thesis began as an attempt to clarify the praxis of WOW to better understand the 

past, contemporary and future struggles around issues of work, unemployment and class 

composition. With a long-term interest in working class struggle, my main concern is to 

try to assist the self-organisation of democratic movements of liberation. During the past 

few years, I have been learning about Autonomist Marxism and have been involved in 

discussions and debates about practices of work refusal. At the same time, a number of 

people involved in contemporary political struggles have shown an interest in the history 

of the Wollongong Out of Workers Union, prompting me to recall and reconsider the 

praxis of the Union.  

 



Making choices  

 

 As well as using WOW’s own publications and documents, the thesis draws on a number 

of other sources including newspaper and magazine articles, television and radio 

programs and films about WOW and about the broader social contexts in which WOW 

existed. While such ‘mainstream’ media tend to “subvert the rhetoric of oppressed 

collectives” (Bowers, 1996: 494) and distort their praxis, WOW’s publications on the 

other hand, have a positive bias towards the organisation and its members, and thus each 

source balances the other. 

 

 In order to give former WOW members a voice, make use of their collective knowledge 

and intellect and in the hope of extending conversations about the areas studied, I have 

used semi-structured interviews with nine people who were active in the Union. The 

interviews were conducted between November and December 2005 with people who 

were active in WOW for at least a year. I asked them a set of questions (see p.97) 

allowing their order to be determined by the flow of the interview. In this way, I was able 

to focus on the areas I wished to explore while leaving plenty of room for the 

interviewees to discuss whatever they considered relevant.  

 

I used three criteria to select subjects: a high level of involvement in WOW, a reflection 

of the diversity of WOW’s more active membership, and the availability of the 

interviewees. I interviewed women and men, young and older members and those who 

had participated in the Union in different ways. The interviewees came from diverse 

educational, employment and cultural backgrounds (see biographies on p.20). Some had 

left school early; some had completed secondary education, while others were graduates 

from tertiary institutions. Six of the nine interviewees had been employed and three had 

never had waged work before they became involved in WOW. Among them they had a 

wide range of knowledge and experience, and to a certain extent can be seen as 

‘representative’ of the active membership of the Union. Yet, those selected for interviews 

also held positions of power and influence within WOW which differentiated them from 

those who were less active. In this sense, then, they are not representative of the Union’s 



membership since they have a level of knowledge and experience that others do not. But, 

this meant that those being interviewed were able to provide a comprehensive overview 

and a deep understanding of the Union, its members and their activities.  

 

 

Inside out; Outside in 

 

 Exaggeration, romantacisation and the bias brought about by lapses of memory are 

problems for oral historians (Grele, 1998). Yet hindsight can also provide clarity and an 

overview of changes, connections, meanings and motives. By using a conversational style 

of interviewing, I sought to “enhance the opportunity of genuinely revealing the 

perspectives” (Bryman, 2004: 282) of the people being interviewed and not to discourage 

viewpoints different to my own. The interview process was not intended to confirm pre-

conceived answers to the questions I posed, nor to impose an interpretation that was not 

shared by the interviewees. Instead it attempted to rely on people’s capacity to make 

sense of their own lives and histories and their willingness to work with me to reach a 

more comprehensive collective understanding of the issues being studied. In this 

endeavour, much depends on the human skills of the researcher and the researched, how 

perceptive they are, and how open-minded they are prepared to be. According to Harding 

(1987), the beliefs and behaviours of the researcher are part of the empirical evidence for, 

or against, the claims advanced in the results of research. Since I was active in WOW, 

this thesis clearly involves an investigation of my self as well as others, and hence there 

is a “need to consider the partiality of all truth when the self is central to the fieldwork 

encounter” (Ganguly-Scrase, 2001: 51). My personal history has shaped my role as a 

social scientist undertaking this particular study. My own active participation in the 

organisation being studied and my relationships with those being interviewed, influenced 

the interviews and my analysis and understanding of the data. This meant that I had to be 

constantly aware of how my own biases can shape people’s reactions to me and 

recognition of the “constant tension between assuming certain knowledge and learning 

anew” (Ganguly-Scrase, 2001: 34).  

 



 There have been a number of debates over many years about the validity of ‘insider’ 

knowledge as against the reliability of ‘outsider’ knowledge. Several writers (e.g. Poplin, 

1979 and Glesne, 1999) have noted four main hazards of being a part of the situation 

being studied; the likelihood that findings will reflect a variety of the researcher’s biases; 

that the researcher will be blind to unique features of those being studied (Poplin, 1979: 

299); the possibility of the ‘insider’ being incapable of seeing past their own 

involvement; and the risk of the researcher seeing what they already believe (Glesne, 

1999). It is likely that some would consider that I am too involved with the organisation 

and people being studied to write an accurate and objective account. There is a danger 

that those interviewed were constrained, or that their responses were shaped, by the 

power relations between them and me. But, as Poplin (1979: 297) points out, getting the 

“inside story” often depends on being considered a member of the group being studied. 

Being a participant in WOW enhanced my data-gathering capacity and allowed me to test 

my own accounts and reflections on the issues being investigated. Since I had worked 

with the people I interviewed over a number of years, they trusted me and my intentions 

and conveyed ideas and views to me that would not have been made available to a 

researcher who was a stranger to them. But, these relationships do make it difficult to say 

how representative and valid the data from the interviews are. This highlights the 

importance of relating the data gained through the interviews to other data through the 

process of triangulation. Triangulation involves using more than one methodology or 

source to cross check data and thus produce more trustworthy research findings (Bryman, 

2004: 275). Therefore, where possible, I have used triangulation to compare and check 

the interviews against documentary evidence and against observations by other 

commentators.  

 

 Debate about ‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’, has raged at least since the work of Robert 

Merton (1972: 43), who considered that the role of the social scientist “transcends one’s 

status as Insider or Outsider”. The insider/outsider dichotomy is often a simplistic notion, 

as groups are fluid and at various times people can be ‘in’ or ‘out’ of a great many of 

them. As Ganguly-Scrase (2001: 33) points out, “the grounds of familiarity and distance 

are shifting ones”. In our lives we have many 'spaces' that are formed, collapse and may 



form again around us. Some of these are explicitly political, like WOW, some like 

friendships, are not. The borders of the political space called WOW were greater than its 

membership and WOW membership contained a variety of categories which could 

include or exclude ‘members’ at various times. Similarly, recognising my 

interconnection, it is impossible to disentangle my role as a social scientist from my 

involvement in the continuing social struggles and relationships I share with those 

involved in this study. So, this study is not based on a “relationship between knower and 

known” (Ganguly-Scrase, 2001: 27). The interviewees are active ‘knowers’ and I am 

known by them. They were, and are, socially and politically active and have well 

developed ideas, theories, analysis and understandings of many of the issues that this 

study covers. They also have their own individual political and social agendas and were 

very unlikely simply to have accepted my, or anyone else’s, ideas about the nature of 

social reality. 

 

 In some ways, the interviews were a continuation of earlier discussions and 

disagreements between the interviewees and myself over issues of work, class and 

struggle. This allowed me to approach the interviews as part of continuing non-

hierarchical conversations based on camaraderie which resulted generally in relaxed and 

enjoyable interviews. The interview process varied from person to person. Four of those 

interviewed mentioned that they had some problems remembering the past, although one 

then gave very brief answers, another spoke at length in response to very few questions 

and the two others often gave detailed responses to my questions. At times some 

interviewees disclosed intimate details of themselves and others. One interviewee cried as 

she recalled what she felt had been lost by the working class in the past decades. In 

general the interview process was fruitful, helping to clarify my ideas by providing a 

number of new insights and raising issues that I hadn’t previously considered.  

 

 My intention has been to build this thesis upon the agency of those involved, on ‘power 

to’ rather than ‘power over’, on our ability to work together, as we did in WOW, in order 

to describe, analyse and understand our shared and collective experiences. This study 

required the dynamic balancing of active, empathetic participation, with the ability to 



stand back; the practice of self-awareness and self-restraint; a combination of “being both 

participant and detached, internal and external, [of] close-up vision and long-distance 

vision” (Galibert, 2004: 455). Since “it is not feasible to keep the values that a researcher 

holds totally in check”, Bryman (2004: 21) argues that a researcher’s politics will 

influence a whole variety of presuppositions that in turn have implications for the 

conduct of the research. Accordingly, Mies (1993: 68) advocates a “conscious partiality” 

in conducting research, while Mitropoulos and Neilson (2005) argue against “the 

apparently objective space of an ivory tower—whose recourse to a depoliticisation of 

knowledge marks the concealment of a politics”. Proletarian politics is compelled to an 

incessant process of polemic, critique and intervention in social relations (Thoburn, 2002: 

453) and my politics have, to a certain extent, determined and will determine, my choice 

of research areas, the formulation of research questions, choice of method, formulation of 

research techniques, the analysis and interpretation of data and the conclusions of the 

thesis. Clearly, I am intellectually persuaded of the theoretical and methodological 

benefits of Autonomist analysis. My work is strongly influenced by my values, beliefs, 

experiences and the methodological assumption that the proletariat must free itself by 

collectively breaking with capital. Assisting this process, I believe, requires a mode of 

enquiry that supports “independent proletarian subjectivity, built on the movements of 

proletarian self-valorisation” (Negri, 1979). 

 

 The development of the creative power of the proletariat is aided by a learning process 

that is a genuinely collaborative and creative interaction. People are not the passive 

recipients of handed-down knowledge, and recognising that they are often the experts of 

their own experience can clarify social theories and practices. By working together, 

people increase their ability to describe, analyse and understand shared and collective 

experiences of struggle and to develop new lines of thought. By trying to clarify the 

praxis of WOW this thesis is an attempt to affirm in practice what I affirm in theory, a 

form of collective social action and self-valorisation that seeks to have a creative and 

innovative use value for the proletariat. 

 

 



Biographies of interviewees  
 

Peter Cockcroft – When WOW was formed, Pete worked in the steelworks where he was a 

union delegate. After losing this job, he was employed by WOW as a social welfare worker. He 

describes himself as a lifelong political activist who has worked as a small businessman, 

construction worker, community worker and is currently a manager for the Department of 

Community Services.  

 

Craig Donarski – Craig dropped out of university to play music and rabble-rouse, before taking 

on a Broadcasting traineeship at the Australian Broadcasting Corporation. After more than 12 

years as a program maker, he left to establish his company Octopussy, which - as its name 

suggests - has many tentacles, from running The Hellfire Club to a small record label to a 5-year 

consultancy role with The Studio at Sydney Opera House. 
 

Leanne Lindsay – Leanne left school and ‘actively sought unemployment’. She became involved 

in WOW and was elected a convenor. Leanne’s first job was in WOW’s welfare rights centre. 

After WOW she worked for the Socialist Party (now Communist Party) of Australia and then in 

retail where she became a delegate for the Shop Distributive and Allied Employees Association. 

She is presently working for the South Coast Labour Council.  
 

George McIlroy - A working class man who has had over 40 jobs since aged 14, George believes 

capitalism has exhausted its progressive content and has developed into a system which is 

profoundly anti-life. A Marxist-anarchist, he joined WOW in order to participate in a genuine 

working class organisation committed to fighting unemployment. 

 

Lucy Pepolim – Lucy became a member of WOW after leaving school. She was also involved in 

the Illawarra Unemployed Group. She is now the Community Support Worker at Illawarra 

Community Services. 

 

Gillian Pope – Gillian left school and was employed on some short-term training schemes before 

becoming active in WOW and for a time was the union’s Secretary. Gillian then got a job in the 

merchant navy where she worked for eleven years. Since leaving that job she has had a variety of 

short-term jobs and has completed various courses. She is currently looking after her elderly 

parents and doing an aged-care course.  

 

Sharon Pusell – After completing her Higher School Certificate, Sharon got a job as a tracer with 

the Water Board in Sydney. She then started training as a nurse before leaving this job and 

joining her friends in fighting for the unemployed. She became a member, convenor and 

Treasurer of WOW. She worked for a while at Redback Graphix then at the Community Youth 

Support Scheme, Wollongong Aboriginal Centre and the Socialist Party of Australia. Sharon is 

currently President of Fairy Meadow Demonstration School Parents and Citizens’ Association.   

 

Warren Smith – Warren left school to take up an apprenticeship as a mechanic at Bulli 

Brickworks. On its completion he left his job and became active in WOW for a time becoming 

the union’s Secretary. Following WOW’s demise he went on to work at New Era bookshop and 

then on the wharves at Port Kembla and Sydney as a waterside worker. He is currently the 

Assistant Secretary of the Sydney Branch of the Maritime Union of Australia.  

  

Richard Southall – Richard was a founding member of WOW. He was Secretary of the Sydney 

Unemployed Workers’ Union and the Illawarra Unemployed Group. He is now in the third year 

of his PhD candidature at the University of NSW. 



 
Interviewees George McIlroy (left) and Pete Cockcroft at a WOW demonstration. 

 

 

Chapter Three – Theories of Work and Its Refusal 
 

 

The voices in your head are calling 

Stop wasting your time there’s nothing coming 

Only a fool would think someone could save you 

The men in the factory are old and cunning 

You don’t owe nothing, so boy get running 

It’s the best years of your life they’re trying to steal. 

(‘Working for the Clampdown’, The Clash, 1979) 

 

 

 This chapter introduces and discusses some of the existing research on class and class 

composition, work, unemployment, work refusal and the right to work and critically 

analyses different perspectives on these topics. The chapter clarifies Autonomist Marxist 

perspectives and provides an outline of the theoretical tools and concepts used to analyse 



the data on WOW. These are employed to address questions about how struggles around 

work, work refusal and unemployment reflect and effect class composition and to 

investigate the use of work as a form of power by capital against the proletariat and by 

the proletariat against capital.  

 

 

Autonomy, class and class composition  

 

 The major theoretical tradition of analyses of work and class derives from the writings of 

Karl Marx. His ideas on work, class and class struggle are complex and changed over his 

life-time. Much of his work, including some of his central ideas, has been the focus of 

wide-ranging, long-term and intense debate. Similarly, Autonomist Marxism, generally 

referred to as Autonomism, is complex and contains contradictions which have helped 

develop the different ideas and practices usually grouped under this term.  

 

 Marx explained capitalism as a social relation, where the vast majority of people have to 

sell their labour power in order to live and where they struggle to free themselves from 

this form of exploitative alienating ‘wage-slavery’. For Marx, class struggle is the engine 

of social progress and the key actor in his theories of class struggle is the proletariat. The 

relationship between capital and labour is inherently conflictual and results in class 

struggle. Capital is a barrier to the working class reaching its potential and the 

development of the proletariat threatens capital’s power. Marx saw the proletariat as the 

universal class, as made up of those who struggle against capitalism and in the interests 

of humanity, for it is only through the self-liberation of humanity and the destruction of 

class itself that the proletariat can be free. Marx’s conception of working class praxis, that 

is the dialectical relation of theory and practice, explains how change comes about as 

people take action and learn by taking action.  

 

 Yet, Marx deliberately concentrated on, and therefore tended to over-emphasise, the 

power of capital. Autonomism seeks to ‘balance’, develop and extend Marxism by 

emphasising the power and potential autonomy of labour from capital and the perspective 



of the proletariat. The concept of ‘autonomous struggles’ seeks to explain how groups of 

workers take the initiative and self-organise beyond the efforts of capital and labour 

hierarchies to restrict and control them. Autonomism advocates the self-emancipation of 

the working class and considers communism an active force in the present, following 

Marx’s (1985: 56) advice that, "Communism is for us not a state of affairs which is to be 

established. We call communism the real movement which abolishes the present state of 

things".  

 

 Autonomist theory views ‘class’ not as an identity or as a category but as a mode of 

political composition, as a process of intervention in social relations. In contradistinction 

to some traditional Marxist writings, the working class is not thought of as an object or a 

classification. Rather it is conceived as continually changing, in the process of becoming 

and remaking itself and it exists in a context of struggle. In Autonomist theory, class 

composition denotes the processes of struggle through which workers are able to 

compose their class power and confront capital and highlights the importance of 

understanding the complex and interrelated nature of this struggle. Rather than viewing 

the working class as formed by capital, Autonomist theory argues it is workers’ struggle 

against capitalism, against their own commodification, that actually constitutes the 

working class (Dyer-Witheford, 1999: 65; Cleaver, 1979: 112). The nature of this 

struggle, its form, content and measurability is a complex matter and there is a great deal 

of literature in relation to it. While there is not space here to properly discuss these 

debates and discussions, the final chapter will further address the form and content of 

working class struggle.  

 

 For Autonomists, working class insubordination is the driving force of capitalist 

development. Labour’s struggle provokes capital to restructure the production process 

and the division of labour in order to reassert its command. This in turn leads to the 

development of new antagonistic subjectivities and a recomposition of the working class 

based on the new productive relations. Capitalists actively attempt to decompose the 

capacities and strengths of the working class by exacerbating and re-organising internal 

divisions in the working class, ripping apart sources of working class power, fragmenting 



groups and struggles. These attempts to decompose workers’ power produce new 

conditions for the recomposition of working class struggle and organisation. As Hardt 

and Negri (2000: 268) explain, “The history of capitalist forms is always necessarily a 

reactive history: left to its own devices capital would never abandon a regime of profit. In 

other words, capitalism undergoes systemic transformation only when it is forced to and 

when its current regime is no longer tenable”. Capitalist restructuring is closely linked to 

technological change and in Capital Vol.1., Marx (1954: 435-6) pointed out that 

machinery was the “most powerful weapon for repressing strikes” and that many 

inventions’ sole purpose was “providing capital with weapons against working class 

revolt”. It was the rejection by the Italian working class of technological restructuring in 

the post-war period that led Autonomists to examine capital’s use of technology as a 

means of social control and domination. And it was the Italian Communist Party’s 

backing of this restructuring, coupled with the Party’s inability to see the possibility of 

the valorisation of working class needs outside the logic of capitalism, which led many 

Italian workers’ struggles to develop autonomously of the Party (Wright, 2002).  

 

  

What is work? 

 

 R.W. Connell (2005: 10) recently stated that labour is a “concept that contemporary 

social theory and philosophy have practically forgotten”. This overstatement of an 

apparent lack may be because of the decline in what were traditionally recognised as 

working class industrial and political struggles and because in the opinion of some, work 

“defies analysis” (Anthony, 1977: 312). However, work does present a field of 

contradictions and to discuss it in general is often misleading. The key concepts of 

‘labour’, ‘workers’ and ‘the working class’ all tend to be based on a limited interpretation 

of work as materially productive paid employment. Yet labour can more usefully be 

defined as activity, the power of doing. Here work can be identified as physical, mental 

and emotional effort to produce and reproduce goods, services and affects. It can be any 

activity, and can be paid, unpaid, material and immaterial. But even though this definition 

is standard both within the academy and more generally (Giddens, 2001: 702), work still 



tends to be perceived as paid employment (e.g. Beder, 2000: 1-3; Probert, 1990: 2-3; 

Trenwith, 2005: 18). 

 

 Work is central to capitalism as both a transformative and a constraining power. Work is 

the source of surplus value and a means by which people are incorporated into capital 

through exploitation and the alienation of their labour. Marx’s (1954: 613-648) theory of 

capitalist valorisation explains that under capitalism, the imposition of work is endless 

and independent of the production of any particular use values. According to Marx, the 

capitalist labour process alienates workers from nature, from themselves, from their own 

activity, from their human essence and from other workers. In examining the ideology of 

work for capital, Anthony (1977: 137) explains how Marx’s association of subordination 

and alienation relates to a “long tradition in which subordination in work has been 

regarded as un-free, restricting, and likely to produce consequences harmful to the 

worker”. Marx (in Geras, 1983: 73) saw labour for capital as “forced upon” workers, who 

were “sacrificed from youth onwards”, sustaining life only “by stunting it”. The existing 

social relations were furthermore responsible for “physical, intellectual and social 

crippling and enslavement”. One hundred years later, workers in Australia still 

experienced exploitation, alienation and the imposition of commodified labour that 

seldom provided opportunities for expression of latent and actual capacities; generally 

did not challenge or satisfy them or encourage self-respect; and in some cases, created 

serious physical and mental health problems (Gunzburg, 1975).  

 

 But, exploiting and alienating labour is fraught with difficulty for capital and is 

continually contested by the working class. Labour, the creative power of the proletariat 

can be used against capital to help produce a communist alternative. Marx (in Geras, 

1983: 85) argues that people need labour that is self-determined, involving “free 

intellectual and social activity”, and he views the proletariat as “the class of overcoming 

work and its identities” (in Thoburn, 2002: 451). Accordingly, for Marx (in Thoburn, 

2002: 451),  

It is one of the greatest misunderstandings to talk of free, human, social work, 

or work without private property. ‘Work’ is essentially the unfree, inhuman, 



unsocial activity, determined by private property and creating private 

property. The abolition of private property becomes a reality only when it is 

understood as the abolition of ‘work’.   

 

 For many today, paid work is more precarious and at the same time more intense. As 

capital seeks to subsume more of society, ‘non-work time’ and ‘work time’ become 

intertwined in evermore complex ways. Moving away from the traditional Marxist focus 

on the ‘point of production’, Mario Tronti (in Aufheben, 2003) suggested that the whole 

of society will exist eventually as a function of the factory and the factory will extend its 

power over the whole of society. This concept of ‘the social factory’ lead Autonomists to 

reconceptualise the working class and to critique traditional assumptions about what 

constitutes work. Successful proletarian actions were thought to have forced capital to 

fragment the experience of labour and to expand exploitation from production to the 

whole of society. The factory where the working class works was now society as a whole, 

a social factory throughout which class struggle occurs. Examining this growing capitalist 

subsumption of society Hardt and Negri argue that: “The production of capital converges 

ever more with the production and reproduction of social life itself; it thus becomes ever 

more difficult to maintain distinctions among productive, reproductive, and unproductive 

labour” (Hardt and Negri, 2000: 402). This convergence involves and is affected by 

expanded resistance to capital including the rebellious self-activity of unwaged workers. 

It was the growing struggles of these workers that convinced Autonomists that any 

analysis of class composition must include students, housewives and the unemployed 

(Dalla Costa, 1972; Negri, 1979). The concept of the social factory seeks to explain a 

capitalist tendency that is contested by the working class. The idea of the social factory 

can assist in the recognition of the class’s expansion and its potential power to abolish 

itself but it does not negate the antagonism between the working class and capital. Rather 

than there being no ‘outside’ of capital, the ‘outside’ is the working class and class 

struggle widens as more of society becomes proletarianised. 

 

 

 



The unemployed 

  

 Being unemployed is usually defined as not being in paid work. Yet, the differences 

between unemployment and under-employment, being out of paid work or in paid work, 

are far from clear cut. The experience of contemporary workers and the unemployed  is 

that many move from being one to the other and back again (Donaldson, 1993: 220), 

never confronting a clear choice between a job or unemployment, and unable to settle 

permanently for either (Lowenstein, 1997; Turner, 1983). Social researchers often rely on 

government definitions of the unemployed. These definitions depend on conservative 

political theories about the nature of unemployment and bureaucratic rules governing the 

registration of the unemployed. Those whom the state regards as unemployed have 

changed several times during the past few decades with the extension of education and 

training schemes, casualisation, and other forms of precariousness. At present the 

Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) defines people as employed even if they spend as 

little as one hour a week in employment (Kryger, 1998: 1). The ABS does not count those 

placed in short term ‘education’, ‘training’ or work-for-the-dole schemes as unemployed, 

which helps to disguise the real level of unemployment.  

 

 Unemployed people are often considered by Marxists as part of an ‘industrial reserve 

army’ made up of immiserated and dispossessed workers whose existence helps 

discipline the waged workforce, curtails organised workers’ power and drives down 

wages. The concept of the social factory however indicates that the ‘reserve army’ is “not 

really in reserve at all but actively put to work in the circulation and reproduction of 

capital” (Cleaver, 1992: 214). For other Marxists, including two of those interviewed for 

this thesis (Interviews with Richard and Leanne, 2005), the unemployed are seen as 

lumpenproletarian, and are sharply differentiated from the proletariat by being outside the 

social relations of wage-labour. Since the unemployed are here regarded as 

“unproductive”, they are considered a ‘non-class’ with a tendency towards reaction. Yet, 

according to Cleaver (1993), the unemployed are potentially proletarian as they are 

productive, able to collectively resist commodified labour and can use their time and 

energy to help create communism.  



 Unemployed people can, and do, develop effective survival strategies and alternative 

ways of living that are individually and collectively beneficial and potentially 

destabilising and dangerous to capital and the state. But, Philip Mendes (1999) argues 

that in the last two decades there has been little political activism on the part of the 

unemployed in Australia. He does this by adopting a severely limited view of political 

activism and by ignoring unemployed people’s involvement in a wide variety of social 

movements and civic organisations. He further argues that the lack of contemporary 

unemployed people’s organisations is due to changes in the nature of work, the 

centralised control of government income maintenance, a lack of resources for 

mobilisation and the failure of the labour movement and welfare groups to assist the 

political mobilisation of the unemployed. While all of these have played a part in 

undermining unemployed people’s organisations, what he fails to take account of are the 

effects of concerted attacks by the state on the organised unemployed such as those 

mentioned earlier on the Melbourne UWU, the harassment of WOW members by the 

Department of Social Security (Simpson, 1992: 5), Federal police raids on the offices of 

the Launceston Unemployed Workers’ Union (Chiltern, 1992: 5) and the use of the 

activities’ test to proscribe political activity by the unemployed (Petersen, 1992: 4; 

Stanway, 1992: 5).*  

 

 

Work refusal 

 

 During the 1960s and 70s as part of diverse anti-capitalist activity and of a more general 

refusal by some youth to accept the discipline of the factory, struggles developed that 

came to be theorised as ‘the refusal of work’. The refusal of work can be characterised by 

a wide variety of practices including voluntary unemployment, refusing or avoiding 

certain types of jobs, absenteeism, strikes and other industrial action, sabotage, and 

 
* The activities’ test introduced by the Hawke Government imposed a wider range of activities on and 

increasingly strict requirements to be met by unemployed people to avoid losing their social security 

benefits. Soon after its implementation, the test was used to harass and cut the benefits of unemployed 

people attending protests and those active in ‘political’ organisations, such as unemployed unions, as they 

were deemed not to be ‘actively looking for work’.    

 



demands for wage equalisation and wage increases regardless of productivity (Negri, 

1988; Bologna, 1980; The Refusal of Work, 1978; Donaldson, 1996: 53). While 

organised strikes around issues of health and safety, workers’ control, limits to 

productivity and shorter hours, are well recognised forms of work refusal, smaller scale 

and individual instances are often neglected and are harder to recognise and measure.  

 

 Historically, with the transformation of work under capitalism “working people resisted 

the establishment of alien disciplines and rhythms more attuned to machines and profits 

than people’s well being” (Fox and Lake, 1990: 11). From the early development of the 

working class “idleness meant the refusal of discipline, subordination or obedience” 

(Linebaugh, 2003: 14). Evidenced by the development of the workhouses in Britain, 

continuous work was understood by employers and the state as a way to forestall 

rebellion, to counter struggles over work and new technology. As capitalism spread 

across the globe the resistance to work spread with it (Donaldson, 1996; Linebaugh and 

Rediker, 2000). When the working class was imported to Australia, the resistance to work 

continued even amongst convicts (Robbins, 2003). Historians have detailed a wide 

variety of struggles and circumstance of work refusal. These include people in 

‘underdeveloped’ areas of the world who refuse work by refusing ‘development’ 

(Cleaver, 1993); women’s resistance of reproductive labour (Dalla Costa, 1972); rural 

workers’ refusal of factory work (Hannan, 2006); and workers in ‘state capitalist’ 

countries, such as the former Soviet Union, whose work refusal is encapsulated in the 

slogan: ‘They pretend to pay us, so we pretend to work’ (Reglar, 2001). Throughout the 

history of capitalism, new management techniques have been continually developed to 

counter workers’ ability to systematically and collectively restrict their work for capital 

(Littler, 1978).  

 

 By the end of the 1960’s, due to the gains of working class struggle, such as the dole and 

relatively high wages, many people wanted and expected more than dead-end, boring, 

destructive and unhealthy jobs. Frustrated by the lack of meaning in their work and by 

their impersonal and subordinate role in the organisation of work, alienated workers 

increasingly turned to ‘non-work’ life for fulfilment, values and identity (Berger, 1964). 



During this period, it was often a rational decision to refuse menial, low-paid work and 

many did (Gough, 1979: 138; Aronowitz and DiFazio, 1994: 302). This insubordination 

by the working class was countered by a recomposition of capital involving the 

expansion of unemployment and the beginnings of a decomposition of the old bastions of 

working class power (Wright, 2002). Because workers were increasingly refusing work 

and gaining more freedom, capitalists invested in labour-saving technology “in order to 

expel the well organised industrial workers and create a new organisation of labour” 

(Beradi, 2005). In Wollongong, this was demonstrated during the mass sackings of the 

1980’s when important sites of organised workers’ power were restructured and militant 

union delegates were targeted for the sack (Bedford, 1983: 16). 

 

 While many of the working class’s gains have been eroded, evidence of contemporary 

work refusal in Australia includes; the widespread desire of working people for 

restrictions on overtime and reduced hours (Donaldson, 1996: 161); strikes and industrial 

action, including ‘mass sickies’ (ABC, 2005); workers avoiding work (Townsend, 2003); 

and spending their time at work doing personal errands, sending emails, making phone 

calls and other forms of socialising as well as surfing the internet (Australian Financial 

Review, 2004: 59). This is part of a general work resistance being initiated, it is claimed, 

by workers who have the temerity to ask for 'autonomy, consultation and dialogue' 

resulting in defiance when these are not achieved: 'they just won't do what they're told' 

(Hall, 2004: 58).  

 

 Work refusal by unemployed people, often hard to recognise, is ignored and denied. In 

1991, Sociologist Stephen Mugford estimated that only 3% of Australia’s long-term 

unemployed were what he termed the ‘lazy’ or ‘dole bludgers’ (Stein, 1991). But, 

recently Ross Gittins (2005) pointed out that the 2005 Federal budget was framed around 

two main points in relation to work, both of which he rejected. Firstly, the budget 

assumes that “only paid work counts” and secondly that because unemployed people are 

attempting to refuse work more draconian measures are required to deter them. The 

ample evidence of the connection between unemployment and poverty, homelessness, 

poor health, etc. (Windschuttle, 1979; Mead: 1992) and the fact that most people want to 



work, even if they remain poor (Bell, 1994: 171), leads Gittins and others (Windschuttle, 

1979) to deny or ignore the existence of work refusal by the unemployed. As attempts by 

governments, employers and the media to ‘blame the victims’ of unemployment 

continue, many seek to defend the ‘deserving poor’ by concentrating on those who say 

they want waged work, and by downplaying and ignoring unemployed people’s practices 

of work refusal. But unemployed people do refuse to look for, or accept, jobs. Of course, 

those who refuse work as wage-labour usually do so to perform other forms of labour 

(The Refusal of Work, 1978; Lowenstein, 1997; Turner, 1983). The unemployed and the 

poor are not just victims; rather they are active, creative and can be powerful. Continuing 

anti-‘dole bludger’ campaigns are not only a way of justifying cutbacks in social 

spending and an ideological attack on the unemployed, they are also a part of capital and 

the state’s response to continuing practices of work refusal by the unemployed. 

 

 For some, it is clear that people refuse work because they experience it as coercion and 

domination (Cleaver, 2005) which prevents them “from developing their own paths of 

self realisation” (Cleaver, 1993). Yet, Sayers (1998) criticises Willis (1977), Anthony 

(1977) and Gorz (1985) for supporting work refusal. He claims it “tells people that their 

desire for work and for fulfilling work is a delusion, the artificial product of social 

conditioning, which they should discard” (Sayers, 1998: 56). He argues that supporting 

the rejection of the work ethic in present circumstances “is to tell the unemployed to 

reconcile themselves to unemployment; it is to tell alienated and dissatisfied workers to 

renounce their desire for fulfilling work as illusory and put up with their lot; it is to tell 

women to keep their domestic place” (Sayers, 1998: 56). But, to the contrary for Cleaver 

(1993), work refusal “provides one point of commonality to all sectors of the class and 

thus one basis for mutual understanding”. This is because both waged and unwaged 

workers are under constant pressure to work for capital and “the struggles of the waged 

and unwaged are inherently related through the common refusal of work”. He and others 

point out that work refusal is not against work per se but against the conditions of work 

(The Refusal of Work, 1978); against work in a specific sense as “paid labour in a 

hierarchical management system” (Aronowitz and DiFazio, 1994: 336); and against work 

that valorises capital (Negri, 1991). Workers are pleased to be relieved of participation in 



the capitalist labour process provided they can obtain a decent standard of living 

(Aronowitz and DiFazio, 1994: 335).  

 

 Meanwhile, Scott (in Reglar, 2001) criticises work refusal as an anti-capitalist strategy, 

describing work avoidance and refusal tactics as ‘weapons of the weak’. Similarly Reeve 

(1976) sees the revolt against work as a “manifestation of weakness of the workers, a 

demonstration of their incapacity to take on capitalism in a conscious, independent and 

collective fashion”. And Hirst (1975) views the refusal of work by unemployed people as 

a quasi-political rebellion, not as a fully-formed class action. But some Autonomists see 

capital as a social relation of struggle over the imposition of work and argue that 

workers’ autonomy requires social time independent from the temporality of capitalism 

(Harvie, 2005: 158; DeAngelis, 2001). They argue that the refusal to make surplus value 

and strategies that pit income against work, mark “a new level of working class power” 

and “the strategy of refusal of work overturns previous conceptions of where the power 

of the working class lies” (Zerowork 1, 1975).  While it is impossible to tell how many 

refuse work as a positive and political strategy, some writers who have investigated the 

relation of informal to collective work refusal, see work refusal as a product of the fusion 

of individual and collective needs and desires centred on the self-abolition of the working 

class (Cleaver, 1993; The Refusal of work, 1978; Negri, 1991). Here through the refusal 

of labour that valorises capital the power of the working class creates times and spaces 

relatively free of commodified labour and capitalist command.  As Donaldson (1996, 50) 

explains, “the power of the working class is almost entirely the ability of its members to 

organise and to act other than individually, which in turn is dependent on the time the 

class has won for itself outside the direct effects of the wage-labour relation”. 

 

 For some Autonomists, work refusal is potentially orientated toward the strategy of 

immanent communism (Negri, 1991) and is pre-figurative (The Refusal of Work, 1978). 

In the time set free from wage-labour, the working class can elaborate self-determined 

projects and self-organise their labour in the interests of their class. Negri (1991) coined 

the term ‘self-valorisation’ to describe how workers struggles in a broad sense are not 

only against capitalist relations but also create alternative ways of life that overcome 



capitalist relations. Struggles for self-valorisation can help create innovative 

revolutionary praxis where people can begin to experience direct democracy, move 

beyond being working class, and craft diverse and new ways of being (Cleaver, 2003: 

29).  

 

 

The right to work 

 

 In the 1980s rather than workers refusing to work for capitalists, it appeared that 

capitalists were refusing work to workers. During this decade, a central issue for much of 

the working class became the right to work (Rustin, 1983: 51-63; Cliff, 1980; Donaldson, 

Larcombe and McGee 1984: 19-31). The right to work was first introduced as a slogan of 

the working class in the French Revolution of 1848 (Kildal, 1998: 65) and was a central 

theme in the economic, social and political evolution of the Australasian colonies almost 

from their inception (Hughes, 1986: 234). After a hundred years of workers’ struggle, the 

right to work was included in several international declarations of rights, including in the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948), while in many advanced industrial 

nations policies for ‘full employment’ became part of the post-war compromise between 

capital and labour.  

 

 Article 23 of the UN Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) aims to achieve "the 

right to work, to free employment, to just and favourable conditions of work and to 

protection against unemployment". It regards the right to work as universal and equal and 

those who do not have access to paid work are the main concern. But, according to the 

International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (1966), the right to work 

is not satisfied by participation in just any type of economic activity.  In fact, it is "the 

right of everyone to the opportunity to gain his living by work which he freely chooses or 

accepts". The right to work can therefore mean not only that paid work is distributed in a 

way that allows for the participation of everyone, but also that peoples’ preferences in 

how to earn their living is a human right as well. 

 



 In spite of its importance, the right to work itself is relatively undetailed. One reason for 

this lack is the very meaning of ‘work’. Since the definition of work is contested and can 

include variable and unequal activities and actions, it is hard to define what the right to it 

means. To demand the right to ‘work’ in its most inclusive sense would be pointless since 

everyone already works. Differing views on how to achieve paid work as a right reflects 

the perceived causes of unemployment and Windschuttle (1979: 271) distinguishes 

between those who seek to guarantee the right to work by changing capitalism from those 

who seek to achieve it by changing workers. In fact those demanding or defending the 

right to work conceive of a wide variety of means to do this including through state 

policies and guarantees, by assisting capital or through revolutionary transformations that 

seek to go beyond capitalism. 

 

 Those who believe that capitalism can be reformed seek a return to Keynesian economic 

policies of state intervention that assist long-term investments and growth and support a 

programme of state job creation leading to full employment. During the 1980’s, many 

social democratic proposals to create a legal right to work were put forward (Rustin, 

1983; Elster, 1988; Arneston, 1990). As unemployment grew in Australia during the 

Fraser years, the ALP leaders in Opposition called for legislation to guarantee full 

employment (Jones, 1982: 243; Young, 1979: 83) and promised ‘jobs, jobs, jobs’ if 

elected. The centre-piece of the ALP’s election in 1983, the Accord, claimed that the “the 

paramount objective of economic policy is the attainment of full employment” (Beilharz, 

1994: 167). Yet after thirteen years of ALP rule, the Accord had failed to deliver with 

“thousands of workers . . . left to join ever-lengthening queues of other workers laid off 

from surviving but restructured business” (Vezgoff, 1993: 226). 

 

 During the 1980s the call for state intervention was only part of the demands of 

unemployed workers and those who supported them. Much of the working class and 

many working class organisations had learnt from past struggles that they could not rely 

on governments, whether Labor or conservative, to defend their interests. Amongst those 

who consider themselves anti-capitalist there are a wide variety of views on the right to 

work. During the 1980s many believed that only a socialist society could guarantee the 



right to work. Here, as in social democracy, the state would ‘guarantee’ full employment. 

Some pointed to ‘existing socialist states’ where the right to work was included in various 

nations’ constitutions (South Coast Regional Employed/Unemployed Alliance, 1986).  

The right to work was often seen as a transitional demand, not just by those advocating it, 

but by some anti-communist forces as well, who regarded the right to work “as a vehicle 

for communist propaganda” (Siegel, 1994: 95). 

 

 The 1980’s saw a number of Right to Work marches in Australia organised by left 

political organisations, trade unions, employed and unemployed workers, including the 

1982 march from Wollongong to Sydney. Right to work struggles also included a wide 

variety of activities and tactics to fight sackings and to campaign against unemployment 

by creating jobs. Tony Cliff (1980: 3) argues that the Right to Work marches and 

committees reflected a downturn in workers’ struggles during this period because the 

threat of unemployment eroded workers’ confidence and helped capital to discipline 

workers. But WOW and other labour movement activists saw Right to Work marches and 

campaigns as part of a working class fight-back against capital (The Gong, 1983: 3; 

Donaldson, Larcombe and McGee, 1984: 25). At the same time, some workers and trade 

unions saw the right to work as a dangerous demand as they felt it could only be 

implemented at the expense of those already employed (Siegel, 1994: 96).  

 

 The failure of social democracy and the rise of neo-liberalism saw the emergence of a 

‘free-market’ conception of the right to work. Some, like Louw (2006), argue that state 

regulation and union power deny workers the right to work. These advocates of neo-

liberalism argue that full employment can only be created if there is more flexibility in 

the workforce. They support increased flexibility in hours, wages and working conditions 

and argue that industrial disputes and the regulation of the labour market make businesses 

less competitive and are a barrier to job creation, discouraging employers from hiring 

more workers. This conception of the right to work is exemplified by ‘right to work 

legislation’ introduced in a number of US states and territories which says that unions and 

managements cannot include clauses in their collective bargaining agreements saying that 

a worker covered by a collective agreement must at least pay a fee for the services they 



receive from the union that negotiated their agreement. These laws have been used to 

help break unions and undermine wages and working conditions (Centre for Policy 

Alternatives, 2005; Washington State Labor Council, 2005).  

  

 In response to continuing high unemployment ‘active labour market policies’ have 

moved from concepts of the ‘right to work’ and ‘commitments to full employment’ to 

claims about the need to develop work skills, positive work attitudes and about the 

responsibility and duty of the unemployed to work. In Australia, government training and 

work-for-the-dole schemes have created a separate class of guaranteed jobs paid at low 

wages or through welfare benefits. These cheap labour schemes demonstrate that the 

government is ‘doing something’ about unemployment while forcing people into 

demeaning jobs on low pay, simultaneously diverting attention from corporate and 

government downsizing and helping to further shift the burden and blame for 

unemployment onto the unemployed.  

 

 The demand for ‘the right to work’ can be viewed as reactionary and outdated; 

reactionary because it can be seen to embody the capitalist work ethic and outdated 

because much labour is now socially unnecessary. Dyer-Witheford argues that the call for 

full employment “reveals the attachment of social democratic and trade union leaders to 

the basic structures of capitalist society” (Dyer-Witheford, 1999: 197). While Thoburn 

(2003: 112) sees demands for the right to work as glorifying work, according to Cleaver 

(1993) the right to work is not a satisfactory demand in isolation from critiques of such 

things as the nature of work, the duration of jobs, their pay and their role in the global 

division of labour. Marx analyses the tendency of capital as towards the reduction of the 

necessary labour of society. Yet this tendency does not result in a reduction of 

commodified labour as capital increases surplus labour and imposes labour as a form of 

control of the working class as a reaffirmation of capital’s power (Montano, 1975).  As 

Bookchin (1986: 115) explains, the potential now exists for “a materially abundant, 

almost workless era as new technology has developed that could largely replace the realm 

of necessity by the realm of freedom.” However, because capital continues to impose the 

linking of income to work that valorises capital, a diametrically opposite outcome is 



produced: intensified work and the immiseration of unemployment (Dyer-Witheford, 

1999: 196). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
Interviewee Warren Smith at a 1986 demonstration  

against Bob Hawke in Wollongong. 

 

 

Chapter Four – Formation, Organisation and Struggle 
 

 

Don’t wanna be a working stiff and lose my identity 

Cause when it comes to working nine to five, 

there ain’t no place for me. 

(‘It’s Not My Place in the Nine to Five World’, The Ramones, 1982) 

 

 

 

 The Wollongong Out of Workers' Union (WOW) existed from 1983 to 1989 and was re-

formed for a short period in the early 1990's. Throughout this time WOW was run by 

unemployed people, many of whom were young. WOW had a membership in the 

hundreds, produced its own monthly newspaper and was continually involved in 

campaigns and protest actions around a wide variety of issues. It also established a large 



array of resources and services for the unemployed which it mainly ran out of a house 

opposite Wollongong’s Department of Social Security that it had seized and occupied. 

 

 

Formation 

 

 

 During the upsurge of struggle in the Illawarra around the mass sackings of 1982, many 

unemployed and soon-to-become unemployed workers supported the Kemira stay-in 

strike, took part in street protests, the storming of Federal Parliament and the Right to 

Work march from Wollongong to Sydney. Some of these unemployed people were also 

active in a local graffiti-based affinity group, called Young and Pissed Off (YAPO), in 

the government funded Community Youth Support Scheme (CYSS) or in the 

Wollongong Unemployed People's Movement (UPM).  

 

 WOW's first meetings were held at the Wollongong CYSS (soon disbanded by the 

government) where many young people got involved in the Union. By the beginning of 

the 1980’s radical welfare workers began to change the CYSS from a vehicle of social 

control into one of social action (Windschuttle, 1980). The Wollongong CYSS “served to 

be a real hub for disaffected or bored young people in Wollongong” (Interview with 

Craig, 2005). Yet in CYSS there was a clear division between the employed workers and 

its unemployed 'participants', and as WOW founding member Sue Bessel explained (in 

Bedford, 1983: 17) “making candles and doing leather work don’t solve the problems”.  

Gillian, another CYSS participant, also got tired of time-filling activities and became 

involved in WOW “as soon as people wanted to do something, shout and scream about 

it” (Interview, 2005).  

 

 Before WOW, there had been four attempts in Wollongong since the early 1970s to 

establish unemployed organisations (The Gong, 1983: 3).The most recent, the UPM, had 

been formed in 1982 by a small group of employed and unemployed people. Full 

membership of the UPM was not restricted to unemployed people and few young people 

were active in the organisation (Office of Youth Affairs, 1986: 3). Members of the 



Socialist Workers Party (SWP) and employed rather than unemployed workers played the 

dominant role in the UPM. The other main political grouping in the UPM comprised 

members of the Communist Party (CPA). In late 1982, the CPA members and their 

friends decided to leave the UPM and set up an organisation controlled solely by the 

unemployed. The reasons for this included sectarianism as well as the desire to create a 

genuine unemployed people’s union. Most of the unemployed people in the UPM not 

aligned to the SWP left with the communists and the UPM folded up a short time later 

(Interviews with Pete, George, Sharon, Richard, 2005). 

 

 It was very important for those who had been involved in CYSS and the UPM, that 

WOW was run and controlled by the unemployed. As Lucy (2005) explains, what 

attracted her and other young unemployed people to WOW was that “it was unemployed 

people doing it. We were all on an equal footing. It wasn’t employed people telling you 

this and that. Everyone was in the same situation everyone was in the same boat”. WOW 

considered that it was “dedicated to preserving and promoting the independent voice of 

the unemployed” and that unemployed people’s ‘self-representation’ was one of the 

Union’s main strengths and the means by which it retained the political support of its 

members (Office of Youth Affairs, 1986: 70). As George saw it, WOW gave people “a 

sense of being part of something that was working class but not organised by a 

hierarchy”. According to him, WOW “fought through participatory democracy” which 

was “really essential” because “that gave people, an opportunity of ownership of the 

activities”.  

 

 WOW was officially formed in April 1983. Its constitution guaranteed unemployed 

people’s control over their organisation by ensuring that only unemployed people could 

become full members with voting rights. This included not only those on unemployment 

benefits but sole parents, old age, invalid and veteran pensioners, those on special 

benefits, sickness benefits and students. The general meeting of members was WOW's 

decision-making body and convenors’ meetings and sub-committee meetings were held 

to organise the implementation of the decisions of the general meetings and to carry out 

secretarial and financial functions. As stated in its constitution WOW's main aims were: 



to unite and organise the unemployed, to defend and extend their rights, to campaign for 

jobs and a living income and to foster closer ties with the trade union movement 

(Illawarra Mercury, 1983: 7; WOW Constitution, 1983). 

 

 Soon after WOW was formed Union members explained, “It’s like a war here now, 

there’s a feeling you have to defend yourself, not just drop out into alternative lifestyles 

and raging” and that there was “so little concern from politicians we have to confront 

them with our lives” (in Bedford, 1983: 17). Those who formed WOW also felt that due 

to the impact of mass sackings and the high level of unemployment in Wollongong, there 

had been a change in popular attitudes towards the unemployed. The once prevalent idea 

of the ‘dole bludger’ was increasingly challenged as tens of thousands of people and their 

friends and families learnt first hand about the lack of jobs and the reality of surviving in 

poverty. Most of those I interviewed mentioned a ‘community based groundswell’, 

‘anger’, ‘a feeling that something had to be done’ and ‘support for struggle’ that helped 

WOW ‘get off the ground’ (Interviews with Craig, George, Gillian, Pete, Sharon, 

Warren, 2005). 

 

 A key difference between WOW and previous local unemployed organisations was that 

it contained a core of young unemployed people who had known each other for years and 

had been involved in previous political activity. Some had taken part in the peace, anti-

nuclear movements, or YAPO or had been associated with the CPA. Pete explained that 

“there was some experience there, cohesion that provided the core of getting the thing off 

the ground”. A number of those interviewed mentioned the influence that their friends 

had on them choosing to become active in WOW. Sharon and Warren both left their jobs 

to become active in the Union. For Warren this was “because of the social group I was in, 

more than any political or ideological reasons or motivations. I saw that people I knew 

were doing something about the deteriorating situation in Wollongong and I decided I 

wanted to do something as well. I wanted to do what was just”. Others did become 

involved for more overt political reasons. Through his membership of the Communist 

Party Pete became involved with a number of key people who were activists prior to and 

during the formation of WOW. George, another Party member, came to Wollongong to 



be involved in WOW because he “wanted to participate in an active unemployed peoples’ 

union . . . a broader working class construct that reached more people”.  

 

 

Log of claims 

 

 Soon after being formed, WOW put together a Log of Claims as “a political program for 

action, around which Wollongong’s unemployed could organise” (Office of Youth 

Affairs, 1986: 40). The Log of Claims was a living document evolving as the union 

developed. It recognised that there were no jobs for most unemployed people and that it 

was not unemployed or employed workers but capitalism which was to blame for the 

unemployment crisis. The Log called for: the right to work to be a constitutional 

guarantee; permanent work under award wages and conditions; a continual shortening of 

the working week without loss of pay; and worker and community control over the use 

and implementation of new technology. Other claims included that the term 

‘unemployment benefit’ be changed to ‘Minimum Living Wage Payment’ and that it be 

raised to the level of the minimum wage and the conversion of military jobs to civilian 

jobs. The Log also included a wide variety of other claims covering tax, social security 

rights, essential services and more (WOW Log of Claims, 1985).  

 

 Having a comprehensive Log of Claims meant that WOW was constantly campaigning 

on a wide variety of issues and often allying with other community organisations, trade 

unions and political parties around shared concerns. Seeing the need for coordinated 

action by the unemployed on a national level, WOW also helped to establish, and became 

the Secretariat for, the National Union of Unemployed People (NUUP), linking 

unemployed unions from Melbourne, Sydney, Canberra, Adelaide, Perth, Newcastle, 

Hobart and Launceston. Together these unions drew up an agreed list of national 

campaign aims and coordinated action around an agreed political platform. Through the 

NUUP, links were also made with unemployed unions in Britain, New Zealand, Canada 

and South Africa (The Gong, 1985a: 3). 

 



Campaigns and services 

 

 According to Donaldson, Larcombe and McGee (1984: 22), during the early 1980s 

politically active members of the working class in Wollongong responded to the rise in 

unemployment in two specific ways. Firstly the labour movement “strenuously attempted 

to resist sackings” and secondly, labour and community activists “attempted to develop a 

broad coalition around unemployment and job creation”. But WOW’s first campaign was 

not against sackings or for jobs, it was to raise the dole. As part of the ‘Steal, Sleepout or 

Starve’ campaign WOW members camped outside the local Department of Social 

Security offices during winter to highlight the situation of the young unemployed and to 

collect signatures on a petition demanding dole increases (Ginnane, 1983: 5). After 

members of the Union were taken to hospital suffering from exposure, it was decided to 

occupy an empty old house across the road. With community support including that of 

the South Coast Labour Council, who put pressure on the police and on the owner, a local 

businessman, this house became WOW’s offices for the next six years (Donarski, 1986).  

 

 As WOW grew and developed it began to provide a variety of free services for the 

unemployed. These services included a drop-in centre, welfare rights centre, soup 

kitchen, library, layout and graphics workshop, dark room, recording studio, 

accommodation and a food cooperative. WOW also organised concerts, film shows, 

public meetings, education classes and courses, produced its own monthly newspaper, 

The Gong, and distributed thousands of copies of each issue free to the unemployed and 

the local community through a mail out to members and supporters and letter-box drops 

in housing commission estates. WOW also distributed the paper to community 

organisations, trade unions, pubs and clubs and on the streets (Office of Youth Affairs, 

1986: 32-36). 

 

 To run various campaigns and to organise protests and other activities WOW established 

sub-committees made up of interested members. Its welfare rights centre provided 

assistance with collective and self-advocacy in dealing with government departments and 

with employers, and provided advice and assistance about forms of self-help, and 



available services and benefits. The centre helped school people in welfare regulations 

and self-advocacy and utilised a form of direct-action casework staging militant group 

actions when grievances remained unsolved. At various times WOW members occupied 

the local Social Security and taxation offices and even the national headquarters of the 

ALP in Canberra.  

 

 

Membership benefits 

 

 Those involved in WOW experienced a wide variety of benefits. Gillian felt that WOW 

gave her independence, a new way of living and a support system. In WOW she learnt 

“not to be afraid of the system and how to be independent of it”. Craig explained how 

WOW taught its members to be “smart unemployed people in terms of availing yourself 

of every bit of mechanism of support” and how to help each other survive by pooling 

resources and sharing. During WOW’s existence, increasing numbers of unemployed 

people in Wollongong suffered mental illness and committed suicide, including some 

WOW members (Interview with George, 2005; Schultz, 1985: 142). But according to 

those interviewed, WOW did offer the unemployed an alternative to ‘depression’, 

‘isolation’ and ‘feelings of guilt’. Together in WOW the unemployed were able, at least 

part of the time, to declare, “The system is wrong, not us” (Martin, 1984: 23).  

 

 WOW also helped its members to develop a whole range of new skills and abilities. 

Warren, who is now a trade union official, explained that: 

The skills I use in my job I learnt first at WOW. I learnt to be able to 

articulate a whole range of ideas in a much more effective way . . . developed 

a political consciousness and an understanding of the nature of the world 

through WOW. A whole range of things that myself and many, many, many 

others have picked up through that organisation (Interview, 2005). 

Two years after its formation, WOW was featured on the ABC’s Four Corners program 

as an example of how alienated and unemployed youth  could break their social isolation, 



be ‘empowered’ and become a progressive social force (Jones, 1985). Involvement in 

WOW gave people like Richard the feeling that they were doing something,  

that’s working, that’s helping people, that’s useful, that’s changing society. 

I’m not totally useless, I’m not totally powerless. That I’m able to contribute. 

To have this feeling that being involved with a group of people and being 

active, there are things we can do, things we can change. That was an 

important lesson for everybody who went through it (Interview, 2005). 

Those interviewed, thought that the feeling of being ‘empowered’ through WOW was 

based on ‘acting together’, ‘being united’, ‘organised’ and ‘sticking by one another’. 

Craig explained that to get support from the community WOW,  

had first to show that we would support ourselves and were willing to take 

action. Everyone knew something had to happen, that we needed change. 

What WOW did was to show that we could create change, that we had power 

and we were going to use it (Interview, 2005).  

 

 

Relationship with trade unions 

 

 

 As its name indicates, those who formed WOW saw themselves as workers who were 

out of work and considered themselves a part of the union movement. One of WOW’s 

aims in its the Constitution was to foster closer ties with the trade union movement and in 

1983 WOW was granted official observer status on the South Coast Labour Council. 

WOW’s members looked to the trade union movement as an expression of organised 

workers’ power and potentially their union’s most powerful ally. WOW fostered closer 

ties with the trade union movement and employed workers by supporting trade union and 

waged workers’ campaigns and actions. Working in conjunction with the relevant trade 

unions, WOW managed to help win a number of struggles for the payment of award 

wages to workers employed on short-term work schemes. WOW also took up cases of 

exploitation of unemployed people as cheap labour by employers using government 

‘training schemes’ and ‘work experience’. When it was deemed necessary WOW 

conducted its own sit-ins, occupations, pickets and demonstrations against BHP, the 



region’s largest employer, and other corporations and local businesses (WOW 

Newsletter, 1983: 1, Lowenstein, 1997: 130-133; Office of Youth Affairs, 1986: 42-46). 

 

 According to Pete: “It was through communist contacts initially that WOW got the left 

[wing] unions onside. And then the fact that WOW was a prominent presence within the 

region that spread that broader”. But WOW had to fight for that recognition and 

according to George it was always “iffy”. Interviewees saw WOW’s relationship with the 

trade unions as generally positive but according to Craig also as “prickly and 

problematic”; or as Warren put it, both “incredibly positive” and “poisonous”. Some 

unions helped WOW with material support and even money, and the building unions 

coordinated bans on the demolition of the building WOW occupied. Yet according to 

local Seaman’s Union organiser Rod Patterson (in Donarski, 1986), who worked closely 

with WOW, “many trade unionists still saw the unemployed as dole bludgers”. 

 

 Most of those interviewed mentioned the Accord process as having a negative effect on 

WOW’s relationship with the trade unions. According to Gillian:  

The relationship between the unions and WOW changed when we had to start 

defending the Labor Party and the Accord. But WOW had never been  

set up like that, to operate that way, being told what to do (Interview, 2005).  

Unemployed people were excluded from the Accord process yet were expected to support 

a strategy that would result in cuts in real wages, attacks on the social wage, and 

continuing sackings. As unemployed unions continued to resist the Accord’s corporatist 

strategy, they were increasingly deserted by sections of the trade union movement. 

Warren explained, that as time went on, 

I think you can see that the development of the Accord process and the 

muting of class struggle led to the development of a negative relationship 

with WOW. WOW was an organisation where class struggle and the concept 

of the class struggle as a motor for change in society developed as it got 

older. Whereas in that period the trade unions were winding back in terms of 

class struggle (Interview, 2005).  

 



Relationship with employed workers 

 

 

 WOW had a high and fairly positive public profile in Wollongong for many years 

(Martin, 1984; Schultz:, 1985; Jones, 1985; Devenish, 1999). Yet, for many WOW was 

seen as a group of punks (Martin, 1984: 23; Schultz, 1985: 153) and while “obviously not 

everyone involved in WOW was into punk, most of the most active members were into 

that sort of counter-culture” (Interview with Richard, 2005). For Craig “the whole WOW 

thing was punk” based on the “D.I.Y. [do it yourself] ethic that typified” punk. From 

Sharon’s point of view, the punk influence in WOW was explained by the fact that: 

We were from a particular generation, where we had grown up with the Cold 

War and the threat of nuclear destruction hanging over us at any second. We 

were the ‘no future generation’, certainly a lot of us felt we had no future. We 

took heaps of drugs and lived life on the edge and did radical political things 

because we had nothing to lose (Interview, 2005).  

For some “the whole mindset [of punk] was like opening doors” (Interview with Gillian, 

2005) giving people “permission to do everything” (Interview with Craig, 2005) and “a 

certain romantic sense of being outlaws in the sense of class outlaws” (Interview with 

George, 2005). 

 

 According to Richard, punk “united the people in WOW”. As he saw it, punk culture 

was a way of “separating yourself from the rest of society” of “showing your difference”. 

 Punk sub-culture reinforced that separation and also it was a way of showing 

our rejection of society and the way it was and what it was doing. It was a 

very visual way, that regardless of what you were doing, if you were just 

walking down the street, people could see that in effect what you were doing 

is sticking your finger up at society. Saying you don’t want a part of it, you 

don’t agree with it (Interview, 2005).  

Richard explained that: “There were debates and discussions within WOW about the 

adoption of punk and the effect it was having in our relationship with the working class”. 

But those in WOW who attempted to curb its punk image found themselves shunned and 

isolated. Although Richard says that the punk image meant that “to some extent we 



alienated ourselves from large sections of the working class”, George explained how 

“Sometimes we would get abused in the street from workers. But when we did pickets or 

went to workplaces, like the steelworks, the reception was bloody good”.   

 

 When WOW was established “there was an enormous amount of support coming from 

working people, in terms of providing the physical resources” for WOW (Interview with 

Craig, 2005). But, the relationship between WOW and employed workers certainly had 

its ups and downs. In 1985, Mike Donaldson (1985: 8) observed how WOW helped 

workers’ strikes and occupations by attending actions, offering and providing support, 

including the provision of supplies. Other interviewees also pointed out that WOW’s 

relationship with employed workers was often built on solidarity actions and that “once it 

was demystified and taken seriously and the politicians were responding and things were 

happening the relationship was pretty good” (Interview with Gillian, 2005). According to 

Sharon those employed workers 

who had more of a political understanding and were involved in their unions, 

those people we would have had a fairly good relationship with. Certainly the 

ones who we’d helped fight for their jobs or helped them on certain 

campaigns, they were fine. But I think some people would have thought we 

were punk ratbags, dole bludgers, who did nothing and looked weird and 

didn’t want to work (Interview, 2005).  

While Craig agreed that some WOW members not wanting traditional forms of work did 

create resentment from employed workers, he also thought that 

there were a lot of working people who were also taking the attitude that, 

“hey good on ya, you’re not just sitting on your arse, going down the beach 

every day having a fucking ball while we all go to work. You are actually 

working too and you’re actually doing stuff that might be in our best interests 

as well as your own” (Interview, 2005).  

 

 

 

 

 

 



Organisation of the working class? 

 

 

 Amongst those interviewed there was a variety of views regarding the class position of 

themselves and of WOW. Gillian, George, Pete, Sharon and Warren, who had all been 

employed previously, considered themselves working class before becoming active in 

WOW. Warren considered he was working class “but not in a class conscious way”. 

Similarly, Gillian considered herself “a working class person” but didn’t consider herself 

“part of any working class”, and Craig described himself as having both a working and 

middle class background. The three interviewees who previously hadn’t been employed 

did not consider that they were working class before they became active in WOW. 

According to Leanne, “Being unemployed you’re not. Whether you consider yourself to 

be or not”. Instead she described herself as “lumpen”. Richard and Lucy both saw their 

family background as middle class. Richard also saw himself as “lumpen proletariat” 

once he left home. According to him, “You can say that that’s a part of the proletariat but 

obviously if you’re not working you are not part of the working class”.  

 

 Becoming involved in WOW affected some people’s class consciousness. Gillian 

“straight away . . . began to realise then what a history there was and what I was a part 

of”. Once she became active in WOW, Leanne didn’t see herself as ‘lumpen’ anymore, 

but, “part of the working class in a way” or “at least supporting the working class”. For 

Warren, WOW “reinforced a class consciousness” and helped him develop “a view of the 

nature of society as a class society and see myself as working class in relation to other 

classes”, sharpening his “understanding of the class contradictions of society”.  

 

 In its publications, WOW referred to its members and supporters as “unemployed 

working class” and pointed out that “more than most, we must rely constantly on the 

relations of trust and responsibility upon which we seek to create bonds of class 

solidarity” (The Gong, 1985: 4). But those interviewed had a variety of perceptions about 

whether or not WOW itself was a working class organisation. For Lucy, WOW was “a bit 

of a mixture” and for Craig, the Union was “partially a working class organisation and 

partially a bunch of middle-class kids who felt political and philosophical solidarity with 



working-class people”.  Whilst George thought it was partly a working class organisation 

and partly “spontaneous anarchism”.  

 

  Gillian saw WOW as a “mechanism for working class people to handle the system” and 

the Union’s “political activity was . . . always about the situation of working class 

people”. For Pete, Sharon and Warren, WOW was a working class organisation because 

for them the unemployed are part of the working class. Leanne also thought WOW was a 

working class organisation even though she saw this as “contradicting” her view of the 

unemployed as “lumpen”. Whereas Richard considered WOW was a “lumpen-proletariat 

organisation”. As he explained, this didn’t mean that WOW “didn’t have interests that 

over-lapped with the working class. But just because we had some shared interests 

doesn’t mean that we were a working class organisation”. With an interesting choice of 

words, Richard argued that “it was important that we worked with the working class”. As 

he saw it, “Obviously the right to work is a shared interest that we had. That’s why that 

was such an important campaign”. 

 

 

The Right to Work 

 

 The ‘right to work’ demand was adopted by WOW from its inception but it was qualified 

as a demand for “the right to fulltime, permanent work under award wages and 

conditions” and for “socially useful work” (WOW Log of Claims, 1983). For those 

interviewed, the right to work was ‘central’, ‘fundamental’, ‘WOW’s reason for being’ 

and ‘the number one goal of an unemployed group’. Lucy explained that this was because 

“work is such a major part of the society we live in” and “you’re defined by what you do. 

If you don’t work then you’re obviously nothing”. For most, the right to work expressed 

the shared concerns of the employed and unemployed. It was the issue that employed 

workers would support and mobilise around. Yet, as Pete saw it, “for many people in 

WOW demands generally were not tremendously important” and “I don’t think anyone 

was tremendously excited about it”. But, as he explained, “if you’re going to be linked in 

with the trade union movement then you’ve got to have that as the central demand”. 



Richard also considered that WOW’s members understood that “the campaigns we got 

most support from the trade union movement were around the right to work, job creation 

things like that. The trade union movement was less concerned about the conditions 

unemployed people were living under”. 

 

 Fighting for the right to work involved WOW in broad-based community campaigns 

which included resistance to sackings and encouraging job creation. But significant 

divisions developed between WOW and other organisations over the nature of job 

creation schemes and issues of wages, conditions and the purpose of work (The Gong, 

1985: 6-7; Donarski, 1986). While all political parties seeking office in Wollongong in 

1984 supported the right to work (The Gong, 1984: 7) the ALP Federal Government’s 

main ‘commitment’ to this right was through the Community Employment Program 

(CEP), a job creation scheme that created not one permanent job (The Gong, 1985: 6). 

WOW argued that government job creation was a “con job” (Office of Youth Affairs, 

1986: 42) pointing out that short-term schemes were not creating permanent jobs and 

often undermined existing wages and working conditions. At the time, some community 

groups and trade unions were receiving CEP funding. For a period, WOW itself received 

this funding to employ two co-ordinators for its welfare rights centre and food co-

operative. The funding regulations stipulated that two of these workers must be sacked 

half-way through the funding period and replaced by two more people. This would create 

four jobs instead of two as part of the government’s promise to create 500,000 jobs. The 

Union refused to do this and continued to campaign against CEP and for real job creation. 

When the funding period ended, WOW received no more government money (Office of 

Youth Affairs, 1986: 43). 

 

 According to George, WOW’s demand for the right to work “was vocalised as the right 

to work but it was more than that. Because I don’t think the people involved were there 

for the right to work at any type of job”. For Sharon: 

 
*Applying for and administering CEP money created major debates and divisions within WOW as some 

members considered that this contradicted WOW’s demands. 



while we called for the right to work and real jobs with real wages, so not just 

part-time or casual work, permanent jobs, while we wanted that for other 

people, I think that the core group of people in WOW really weren’t after that 

for themselves (Interview, 2005).  

Similarly Leanne and Gillian explained that the right to work was not about what they 

wanted for themselves but what they wanted for other people. Some of those interviewed 

explained that the right to work was especially important for those who were less able to 

survive in poverty and had mortgages, hire purchase debts and dependants (Interviews 

with Leanne, Gillian, Pete and George). Yet, Richard argued that; “Even amongst those 

who said they didn’t want work they still wanted to know if at some stage they did then 

there would be a job there for them”.  

 

 

Work refusal 

 

 Even though work refusal wasn’t included as an aim in WOW’s Constitution or referred 

to as that in The Gong, according to those interviewed there was a wide variety of work 

refusal practices amongst WOW members, although they perceived these in different 

ways. The interviewees disagreed about the significance and type of work refusal and 

whether this was a positive choice for many unemployed people since there were very 

few jobs available at the time. Interviewees’ outlooks on work refusal to a certain extent 

reflected their previous work experiences.  Pete, who was married with children and with 

a mortgage, had been sacked from his job as a steelworker and was looking for a job 

before he became involved in WOW, initially as a supporter and then as an employed 

welfare worker in WOW’s welfare rights centre. Pete was unsure about the extent and 

significance of work refusal or avoidance within WOW “as the work wasn’t there”. But, 

because he was older and employed for most of the time that WOW was in existence, he 

also thought that his “picture of what was going on may not be as accurate as other 

people’s”. Still, he was certain that “no-one in WOW was busting a gut to get a job, with 

one or two exceptions”. Lucy and Richard had unsuccessfully sought employment on 

leaving school. They also considered they had little opportunity to refuse work since 

there were no jobs available to them. In contrast George and Leanne were definite work 



refusers describing themselves as “happy” to be unemployed. While for Leanne this was 

initially so she “could take lots of drugs and stay up all night”, for George this was 

because:  

after I moved to Wollongong I wanted to participate in WOW. WOW’s 

activity seemed important to me and I thought that one could contribute to 

that. It was a much better thing to do than work for the man. 

 

 The four other interviewees had left jobs voluntarily. Craig had worked in a supermarket 

and described his job as “mind-numbing, just hideous and soul-destroying”. He had 

stopped studying at university, which he considered “work”, because it had no apparently 

useful end outcome. Nonetheless, he “felt guilty” about having some future prospects 

when so many of his peers appeared to be losing theirs. Gillian had also been employed 

in a local supermarket as well as on ‘training schemes’ but had left because they offered 

“no future”. She felt like a “shit-kicker” and she had “problems with authority”. Similarly 

Warren felt he had a “shit job” as a mechanic, that was “taking me nowhere and was 

pointless”. The view that working for WOW was more important than paid employment 

was shared by all of those interviewed who had left jobs or were ‘happy’ being 

unemployed. Craig, Sharon, Warren and Gillian described what they were doing in 

WOW as a socially worthwhile ‘job’. And after realising that ‘training schemes’ were his 

only possible employment option, Richard also decided that what he was doing at WOW 

“was more important than what they were offering”.  

 

Amongst WOW’s membership some had more opportunity and ability to refuse or avoid 

work than others. Richard and Lucy, who had never had a paid job said that they wanted 

one, but gave up looking and resigned themselves to unemployment as the competition 

for jobs and their lack of skills and experience made it increasingly unlikely that they 

would be successful. Lucy saw work refusal as a form of rationalisation that helped 

people deal with the reality of having no job prospects. As she explained, “After a while I 

think you have to convince yourself that there is nothing wrong with you. That it’s not 

your fault you’re unemployed. So you have to say that you’re happy with the way things 

are”. Richard considered that the culture of “work avoidance” in WOW “was often a non-



issue for most people because you just weren’t going to get work”. He said that he 

avoided job interviews “not because of any fear that I would get a job at the end of it but 

it was a pain in the arse. I had better things to do and what was the point”. George saw 

work refusal in WOW as a choice made on the quality of the job but he also recognised 

that “some people, I guess, had to take a job because of money circumstances”. Craig 

explained different practices of work refusal along class lines where “the refusing work 

culture was more endemic amongst the more middle class kids than it was amongst the 

working class kids”.   

 

 Even though she herself was a work refuser Leanne considered that most of WOW’s 

membership did want to work and “of the more active membership about half wanted to 

work and half didn’t”. Interviewees agreed that, in general, WOW members “wanted jobs 

that were reasonably well paid . . . at least security, union support and even a bit of 

dignity” (Interview with George, 2005). For Pete those who were refusing work, 

perceived themselves as “outsiders of the mainstream that included the world of work 

because of their personal histories. But I don’t think people thought they had permission 

to push that one very hard both internally or externally”. Yet, Leanne considered that she 

was “quite open about the fact that I didn’t want to work in interviews [with the media] 

and would talk about dealing with unemployment rather than getting work”. Interviewees 

agreed that WOW helped ‘school’ members in surviving on the dole. Members 

developed expertise in ‘doubling dole cheques’, scamming, shoplifting, squatting, 

accessing support services and avoiding ‘shit jobs’, ‘cons’, ‘rip-offs’, training and ‘job’ 

schemes. According to Sharon, WOW helped people avoid or refuse work by suggesting 

to people “ways that they could get out of doing whatever it was, work or training 

scheme, whatever we thought was not right or that people shouldn’t have to do”. But, “if 

we had gone around saying that we thought people had the right to refuse work, then that 

was just flying in the face of what everyone else was saying at the time”. 

 

 That people had a choice of what they did with their time was a central issue for 

interviewees. While some of those interviewed still wanted paid employment they did not 

want  ‘any job’ but one that was “valuable to the community and to myself” (Interview 



with Craig, 2005) and “that was doing something meaningful” (Interview with Gillian, 

2005). WOW was seen by most interviewees to express work refusal implicitly by 

demanding real jobs with real wages, good working conditions and socially useful work 

and by the fact that Union was “anti-work for the dole, didn’t support scabbing, being 

forced to take jobs that you didn’t want, scabby jobs, low paid with bad conditions” 

(Interview with Leanne, 2005). As Gillian explained, “WOW encouraged people to not 

be pushed into things that they didn’t want to do. WOW backed people up in their basic 

human right to choose. But, we weren’t telling people to refuse work”. As Craig saw it, 

what WOW was doing was trying to find “whether it is possible to create alternative 

structures and alternative ways of living” that were outside of the traditional world of 

work.  

 

 For Craig, practicing work refusal while campaigning for the right to work was an “in-

built contradiction” for WOW. But, for Sharon and Warren there was no contradiction 

because they thought that WOW members were already working, and that 

the right to work doesn’t mean that you have the right to work in ultra-

exploitation and have really poor conditions and not work under an award. 

The right to work was very much about the right to work in decent award 

waged work (Interview with Warren, 2005).  

Leanne considered that WOW argued for the right to work on behalf of the whole 

working class and that this was “really a general argument against capitalism”. She 

explained that, 

 even though you can support work refusal and the right to work, trying to 

explain how those coexist is very difficult and quite complicated. So 

obviously in the day-to-day political campaigns it’s hard to send such a 

complicated message across. So I think any attempt to advocate work refusal, 

would in the publics eyes, have seriously conflicted with the right to work 

campaign. People wouldn’t have understood how those two issues could 

coexist in the same organisation. 

 

 



 
WOW’s offices in central Wollongong soon after they were occupied in June 1983. 

 

  

Chapter Five –Work Refusal, the Right to Work and Class Composition 
 

 

Who gives you work and why should you do it? 

At fifty five minutes past eleven. 

(‘The Call Up’, The Clash, 1980) 

 

 

 This chapter interprets the results of this study and looks at the possible applications and 

consequences of its findings. WOW’s praxis, the interrelation of union member’s theories 

and practices, their purposive action for social change, reflected and helped to shape the 

complex web of social relations in which they lived. But praxis under capitalism, and 

therefore within WOW, is contradictory, a product of both human agency and the 

constraining power of capital over people’s lives. Since this thesis seeks to highlight 

human agency and the importance of work as an enabling power, this chapter emphasises 

the power of WOW members, the unemployed and the working class in general to 

challenge capital and foster liberation. By discussing WOW in relation to work refusal, 



the right to work, the labour movement and class composition, the chapter explains 

working class struggle as the defence and extension of non-commodified labour. It 

further explains how aspects of WOW’s praxis were concerned with interventionist 

action against capital and the state and with building class solidarity. I argue that the 

praxis of WOW was composed of both individual and collective work refusal and 

struggles for the right to work and that both helped to recompose the working class. That 

WOW grew out of and developed as part of an upsurge of working class opposition to 

austerity and neo-liberal restructuring. Yet, WOW’s praxis was not just reactive but was 

a continuation and development of liberatory activity that sought to go beyond capitalism 

through self-organised projects of political class composition. The chapter concludes with 

some suggestions for further social inquiry and action. 

 

 

WOW and work refusal 

 

 

 Work refusal by WOW members can be seen as a creative and contingent manifestation 

of both the individual and collective power of the working class. The motivation for, 

level and importance of work refusal is difficult to measure but it is clear that WOW and 

some of its members did refuse work in a variety of ways and for various reasons. 

Cleaver argues that work refusal is “quite different from control over work, either in the 

sense of the ways workers act to control the labour process within capitalism, or in the 

sense of the revolutionary objective of the Old Left, of taking over the means of 

production” (Cleaver, 2003: 44). Yet this tends to smooth over or deny the complexity of 

work refusal. Some practices of work refusal are a total rejection of work for capital, 

others seek to assert workers’ control over the work process and others are neither of 

these or a combination of them. Many of the unemployed Australians in the 1980s who 

refused to work at some jobs still wanted waged work. They also often considered that 

their activities, such as looking for work, being active in the community and performing 

various forms of unpaid work, was work (Lowenstein, 1997; Schultz, 1985; Turner, 

1983). While the name ‘Wollongong Out of Workers’ Union’ suggests that WOW 

members were ‘out of work’, the research for this thesis and other inquiries into WOW 



(Martin, 1984; Schultz, 1985; Lowenstein, 1997) have shown that some WOW members 

considered that they were working even though they were unemployed.  

 

 While for some WOW members work refusal may have been a case of making a virtue 

out of necessity, other WOW members left their jobs because they did not want to 

continue to be employed under the existing conditions. This was not a refusal of all work 

but was a refusal of the waged work available to them at the time and was part of a more 

widespread refusal of the discipline and purpose of much waged labour. An important 

reason people do not want a job is that they want some say about the type of work they 

do (Lackner, 1998: 223). This is not just a yearning to control the work that is available 

but reflects a desire to transform work to make it worthwhile and useful for the individual 

and society. By rejecting their alienation and subordination to capital, people can develop 

alternative values that reject workerism, productivism, the work ethic and consumerism. 

Some WOW members’ refusal of commodified labour was a search for purpose, to give 

their lives meaning, to make their work socially useful and to try to take control of their 

lives.  

 

 Many social scientists have linked unemployment with low self esteem, demoralisation 

and depression (e.g. Blakers, 1984; Wyn and White, 1997). Yet some of the people 

interviewed reported on the contrary that they felt happy and empowered by being 

unemployed. This sense of power by those who refuse work is confirmed by Susan 

Lackner (1998) in her study of young unemployed people in Australia. She found that 

refusal can be an affirmation of unemployed peoples’ agency because they can carve out 

time to create and participate in different and new forms of work. All of those 

interviewed for this thesis considered that what they did in WOW was important. For 

some WOW members, working for WOW was their ‘job’ of choice because this work 

was socially useful and was a way to achieve social change.  

 

 WOW as an organisation did not overtly address the refusal of commodified work as a 

key issue and did not publicly advocate work refusal. But the Union supported work 

refusal practices by assisting strikes and striking workers, helping people survive 



unemployment, campaigning against work that undermined wages and conditions and 

was not socially useful, and by developing alternative ways of living based on non-

commodified labour. The Union aimed to defend and improve the living conditions of the 

unemployed and the issues that motivated some WOW members to refuse waged labour - 

power over their work and the purpose of that work - were central to WOW. It would 

obviously have been difficult for WOW openly to reject commodified work when facing 

mass unemployment used as a weapon by capital. WOW’s membership considered that 

campaigning for the right to work was the central issue for the Union and that public 

advocacy of work refusal could be seen to contradict this demand.  

 

 WOW members realised that many employed people resented the fact that some people 

were avoiding work and they did not want to play into the hands of enemies of the 

proletariat by appearing to confirm ‘dole bludger’ mythology. Publicly advocating and 

supporting work refusal also invited state reprisals and went against the workerist culture 

of much of the labour movement. Within WOW this led both to a tendency towards 

covert work refusal and a failure to understand, articulate and popularise, the importance 

of work refusal practices. Yet, some WOW members did publicly advocate work refusal 

and taken in their totality, WOW’s Log of Claims did, to a certain extent, advocate and 

justify the refusal of work by rejecting ‘job’ and ‘training’ schemes, poorly paid jobs, 

military jobs, and any work not considered socially useful. 

 

 WOW’s punk culture was the clearest manifestation of some of its member’s rejection of 

the traditional role of workers, employed or unemployed. Here many WOW members 

defined themselves against the conservative nature of much of the trade union movement 

and developed an oppositional culture and alternative value system that sought to move 

beyond the parameters of capitalism. Punk can be seen as a cultural expression of work 

refusal articulated explicitly in various punk song lyrics (i.e. Sex Pistols, 1977; The 

Clash, 1977, 1979 and 1980; The Ramones, 1981) and reflected in punk fashion and 

punk’s D.I.Y. ethos. Punk was both a response to and a dramatisation of increasing crisis, 

unemployment and poverty. Punks dressed confrontationally, presenting themselves as 

anarchic proletarian ‘degenerates’ and outcasts, spectacles of aggression, frustration and 



anxiety, at war with bourgeois culture (Hebdige, 2003: 115). The concern expressed 

within WOW that punk was an obstacle to developing working class unity and co-

operation, was a recognition that punk and work refusal were a rejection of labour 

movement traditions based on ideas of the ‘dignity of labour’ and the workerist discipline 

of ‘state capitalism’. Punks generally rejected the conservative view of the working 

class’s role, to do waged work, and attempted to sabotage themselves as commodities. In 

this way, rather than being an obstacle to class coherence, punks expressed a rejection of 

capitalist exploitation, alienation and commodified labour that is at the heart of the class’s 

composition. 

 

 Dress and behaviour demonstrated that punks were not employed, identified as 

unemployed and as work refusers. According to Dorrance and Hughes (1998: 37), thirty 

years after the emergence of punk, many young people continue to signify their refusal of 

waged work by the way they dress and behave. Dick Hebdige (2003: 122) explains how 

punk fashion represents the experience of contradiction where group unity was 

individually and collectively expressed through rupture with capitalist society. The key to 

the social/cultural outlook of punk is its affirmation as an ‘alternative society’, with its 

own richness of communication, free productive creativity, its own life force. To conquer 

and to control its own ‘social spaces’ became the dominant form of struggle of these 

‘social subjects’ (Negri, 1988: 236) and elements of punk subculture can be regarded as 

manifestations of self-valorisation, self-constituting experiments in new ways of being.  

 

 WOW’s various self-organised struggles and D.I.Y. projects gave people a sense that 

they were contributing to creating a better society outside the realm of wage-labour. Of 

course, spaces and times free from waged work are still restricted by the power of capital. 

The campaigns to defend and extend the social conditions that made WOW members 

lifestyles, resistance and active political culture possible largely depended on the 

successes of previous working class struggles. While WOW attempted to defend the 

gains of working class struggle, during the period of its existence all came under 

increasing attack. But, the use of work refusal by some WOW members to facilitate 



collective militant activity against capital and to create forms of self-valorisation 

demonstrates that work refusal practices are not necessarily ‘weapons of the weak’.  

 

 

WOW and the right to work 

  

 Waged work and the withdrawal of waged work can both be destructive and 

demoralising. While practices of work refusal by some WOW members created and 

sustained tensions with other sections of the working class, WOW strove for class 

coherence around struggles for the right to work and these struggles tended to integrate 

WOW into the broader labour movement. The ability to strike, to collectively withdraw 

labour has been central to the power of the working class since workers first organised. 

The removal of this power from a significant number of Wollongong workers during the 

1980s had a dramatic effect on all workers in the region. While the class was weakened 

and divided, workers continued to resist their exploitation and commodification, but 

waged work was generally seen by workers as fundamental to their self and social worth, 

their social power and their survival. Alternatives to waged work were usually a more 

precarious means of survival and many workers, especially those in the coal and steel 

industries, recognised that their collective power was centred on their workplace. 

 

 For most of the industrial workers who lost their jobs, unemployment meant 

immiseration, a situation made even worse for those tied to the capitalist system through 

debt. Many retrenched workers were relatively powerless to refuse the waged work 

available, even if it was low paid and had poor conditions. For these workers their 

previous jobs had presented them with more opportunity to refuse work and fight against 

the imposition of commodified labour. For example metalworkers in the steel industry 

had fought for and won shorter working hours in 1980/81 (Ewer, et al., 1991: 17) from a 

position of relative strength. In 1982 the fight to extend the shorter working week 

campaign was at its peak when BHP announced to the steel unions that the industry was 

in crisis (Schultz, 1985: 32). The unions responded by arguing that the ‘crisis’ was in fact 

an excuse to introduce new technology, sack workers and boost profits (Steel Union 



Delegates, 1982: 15). Within twelve months many of these same workers, now 

unemployed, would be demanding more commodified work not less. 

 

 WOW’s campaigns for the right to work recognised the importance of waged work to 

most people and to the class in general. The demand for the right to work was seen by the 

WOW members interviewed as an attempt to represent what most people wanted. Yet 

there were different views within WOW about how to achieve the right to work. WOW’s 

Log of Claims argued for the right to work on better terms for the working class and the 

lessening of waged work, without loss of pay or working conditions, for all workers. 

WOW’s Log of Claims acknowledged the potential of new technology and advocated a 

move away from production for the sake of production and profit towards sustainable 

development. Technological developments are created due to contending pressures that 

implant in them contradictory potentialities. While capital utilised technological 

innovation for increasing domination, WOW argued that the working class could use the 

positive material achievements of workers’ struggle to increase liberation from 

exploitative and alienated work.  

 

 WOW initially based much of its right to work campaigning on the principle that the 

state is obliged to guarantee the employment security of all its citizens. Yet, it became 

increasingly obvious to some WOW members that this vision of the role of the state was 

unrealistic and that what was required was independent action by the unemployed to try 

and satisfy their immediate and long-term needs without working for capital. This 

involved giving more prominence to campaigns demanding the right to be paid by the 

state for the work unemployed people do regardless of whether it is profitable for capital 

by seeking a ‘minimum wage’ for what are generally considered ‘non-work’ activities. 

Here the right to work was part of a strategy by unemployed workers to counter the 

waged/unwaged division of the working class and to be paid for what they chose to do, to 

get paid for what they considered socially useful, the right to live in dignity and control 

their own labour.  

 



 Some WOW members considered that demands for the right to work, ‘real jobs with real 

wages’ and good conditions could not be accomplished under capitalism and were 

therefore a way to expose and argue against the system. Here the right to work was seen 

as pointing towards a post-capitalist future, a way of finding and developing common 

cause amongst the class, helping to recompose the class around an aim that could only be 

gained by overthrowing capitalism. These aims and demands were not addressed to 

capital or the state, rather they were meant to aid the working class communicate their 

common needs helping to frame and organise struggles and assist the class realise a 

political form.  

 

 In relation to the demand for the right to work the important issues are on whose terms 

people do what work. The right to work struggles of the 1980s were themselves 

contradictory. They helped to mobilise sections of the working class against sackings, 

unemployment and austerity. But where they failed to challenge capitals’ neo-liberal 

agenda they were used to undermine wages and conditions. This is partly because these 

demands were framed by previous commitments to ‘full employment’ by state and 

capitalist interests which had been won by working class struggle but that capital sought 

to contain and use to valorise itself. Right to work demands can challenge rather than 

reinforce capitalism when combined with a thoroughgoing critique of the nature of waged 

work, its duration, pay and role in the global division of labour. But during the 1980s 

demands for work were often utilised by capital and the state to implement forced labour 

and to erode wages and working conditions.  

 

 Work refusal is hard to sustain in the face of long-term poverty. During the 1980s capital 

attempted to displace work refusal to ‘outside’ the workplace through sackings to try and 

nullify its power. But since the workplace and class struggle are spread throughout 

society the use of mass unemployment as a strategy for reining in wages and conditions 

remained essentially unfulfilled because many people continued to refuse commodified 

labour or got used to being unemployed and did not compete for the jobs available. Work 

refusal by the unemployed during this period helped to weaken the use of the jobless by 

capital as a weapon against working class power. Instances of work refusal and the 



acceptance of being ‘unemployable’ amongst some WOW members is evidence of how 

some of the working class refused, or failed, to enter into competition with those already 

in waged work undermining the ‘reserve army’ as an instrument to weaken working class 

power and undercut wages and conditions. The effectiveness of the global ‘reserve army’ 

depends on the willingness of those in it to undertake the work employers offer. Refusing 

work and promoting work refusal reduces capital’s ability to pit the unemployed against 

the working class. 

 

 Continued work refusal by the unemployed helps to explain why the capitalist state 

introduced ‘work-for-the-dole’, continued to cut benefits, increased harassment and 

surveillance and imposed draconian measures and penalties for those not in waged work. 

During the 1980’s the capitalist state was restructured as neo-liberal state policies were 

increasingly utilised to discipline the working class. In Australia, as part of a strategy 

designed to increase the effectiveness of the unemployed ‘reserve army’ and to re-impose 

work on better terms for capital, unemployment benefits were progressively cut and 

‘work-for-the-dole’ was introduced in 1986 (Illawarra Mercury, 1986: 1). In 1987, the 

Hawke Government converted the Social Security Department’s work test to an 

activities’ test, giving the state more control over what the unemployed did with their 

time and a new means to deal with the recalcitrance of the unemployed (The Gong, 1991: 

1). The Labor government also introduced psychological assessment of unemployed 

people who had ‘low work motivation’, ‘negative orientations to labour market 

participation’ and ‘unrealistic work expectations’. Those identified as having such 

‘problems’ could then be made to accept psychiatric referral in order to continue 

receiving benefits (Beder, 2000: 168). Today, in Australia, work-for-the-dole continues to 

be expanded and benefits cut (Gittins, 2005). Where this process is headed is indicated by 

the situation in Germany where unemployed women have been told to work as prostitutes 

or lose their unemployment benefits (Evans-Pritchard, 2005). 

 

 

 

 



WOW - the right to work and work refusal 

 

 Considerations of both the ‘right to work’ and ‘work refusal’ tend to be based on the 

limited conceptions of work as waged labour. Yet “work which is liberated is liberation 

from work” (Negri, 1991: 165). The creative power of working class opposition to capital 

counters the capitalist organisation of labour. The distinction between use value and 

exchange value is that between wealth “which labour produces of use to the working 

class and that which labour produces of use to capital” (Cleaver, 2005: 8). Whether a 

particular activity produces value for capital is dependant on class struggle. In fact, much 

of the working class’s labour is free of charge, part of an intricate and long-established 

web of human relationships in which “the production of social relations, human life, 

social assets and values, is as essential to the survival of most Australians as wage 

labour” (Donaldson, 2006: 8). Some, like Hardt and Negri (2000: 209; Negri, 2001), 

argue that work refusal is now useless as a liberatory strategy for under conditions of real 

subsumption there is no ‘outside’ of work for capital; that is, there is no ‘where’ in which 

non-commodified work can occur, and no way in which it can escape commodification. 

But this position over-emphasises the power of capital as real subsumption is a tendency 

that is continually contested by the proletariat. The power of the proletariat to challenge 

capital is dependent on people’s ability to refuse the work of capitalism and collectively 

organise the work of communism. Explaining the political economy of working class 

women in Campbelltown, Masterman-Smith (2005: 336) has identified vital aspects of 

community labour where class networks of mutual aid “constitute a submerged non-

capitalist political economy” where the working class try to sustain “a freer and more 

humane existence here and now”. Workers contain within them, their relationships and 

their social activity, the struggle by capital against the class and the class against capital. 

It is working class struggle against capital, against the alienation, exploitation and 

commodification of their labour that constitutes the class as exterior to capital.  

 

 Some members of WOW embraced the working class’s ability to give their own value to 

their own labour, by promoting a move away from work which emphasised exchange 

value and instead recognised the creative and productive nature of a wide variety of 



activities. For WOW this viewpoint informed the Union’s demand for a ‘minimum living 

wage payment’. While the more recently unemployed tend to make the demand for ‘the 

right to work’ a high priority, those who have never had a job, consider themselves 

unemployable or refuse commodified work are often more concerned with the right to a 

guaranteed minimum income (Rose, 1974: 192). The demand for a ‘minimum living 

wage’ for the unemployed helped WOW frame and organise struggles for greater 

freedom in choosing amounts and forms of work and to weaken capital’s command over 

labour through severing the link between income and employment. By recognising and 

arguing that most unemployed people play important roles in their communities, making 

social contributions that are valuable and deserve rewarding, WOW sought to counter 

requirements that forced unemployed people to undertake work not of their choosing, for 

poor wages or the dole. 

  

 Right to work and work refusal struggles are complementary when opposing the state 

and capital’s use of crisis and the command over work as weapons to decompose the 

proletariat. Work refusal is about refusing certain types of work and right to work 

struggles are about having the right to certain types of work. Here there is no necessary 

contradiction since both involve a rejection of certain types of work. Within WOW both 

the right to work and work refusal expressed resistance to capitalist domination. Both 

involved the use of working class power to counter a lack of control people have over 

their labour and to exert power over what they do, how they do it and why they do it. The 

right to work, on the basis on which WOW fought for it, in fact involved elements of 

work refusal. Here rather than waged work being taken away from an immiserated 

minority, it would be reduced for all without the immiseration of any.  

 

 Working class self-valorisation expresses itself as a struggle for autonomy, increased 

wages and public spending, the reduction of work for capital and the creation of 

alternative ways of being and producing - a struggle for more pay and less alienated, 

exploitative and commodified work. The struggles for the right to work and practices of 

work refusal complement each other by reclaiming surplus value and by opposing the 

link between wages and productivity or production for profit. Both offer opportunities for 



workers to weaken the wage/commodified labour nexus and to assist class composition. 

What is important is whether these struggles succeed, how these struggles are organised 

and whether the aim is to cooperate with, accommodate or challenge capital. 

 

 

WOW and the labour movement 

 

 WOW was a product of the work of unemployed and employed workers and was formed 

within a relatively combative labour movement. But while the working class continued to 

struggle against capital during WOW’s existence, the leadership of the trade union 

movement under the Accord process became more corporatist, cooperating with the state 

and capital to mobilise labour for profit and socially control those who resisted austerity.  

 

The nature of trade unions is contradictory, as unions create a means whereby workers 

can collectively win improvements in their situation yet also provide a means by which 

workers can be controlled and contained by capital. As Antonio Gramsci (in Hyman, 

1971: 13) explained, "Trade unionism is evidently nothing but a reflection of capitalist 

society. It organises workers, not as producers but as wage earners, that is as creations of 

the capitalist system of private property, as sellers of their labour power. Unionism unites 

workers, according to the contours imposed on them by the capitalist system". While 

militant political unionism has a vibrant history in Australia (Burgmann, 1995; Mallory, 

2005; Thomas, 1973) the role of Australian unions tends to be as organisations capable of 

valorising capital and they are dominated by views which emphasise the wages and 

conditions of waged workers rather than a broader redistribution of wealth and power. A 

precarious balance of interests has characterised the relationship between the unemployed 

and unions since the emergence of an industrial workforce and unions to represent it 

(Flanagan, 1991; Folsom, 1991). A common criticism voiced by the organised 

unemployed is that trade unions are often unwilling to help the unemployed to self-

organise, preferring tripartite committees in which they “help corporations and the state 

cushion austerity programs and secure governability” (Petras, 2005). 



 WOW saw itself as part of the labour movement and attempted to unite with trade unions 

to campaign against sackings and for job creation. But not the retention and creation of 

just any jobs. Faced with a growing neo-liberal offensive during the 1980s, unions began 

to back-pedal on defending wages and conditions as part of a general retreat of social 

democracy. While WOW continued to demand ‘real jobs with real wages’ and good 

working conditions, unions began to support the creation of short-term jobs paying below 

award wages and with eroded working conditions. This retreat by the trade union 

movement would eventually lead to the introduction of work-for-the-dole with the 

support of peak union bodies such as the NSW Labour Council and the ACTU (Donarski, 

1986).  

 

 While many in the labour movement considered the Hawke Government to be social 

democratic, as the Accord process developed, the organised unemployed came 

increasingly to identify the Labor government as neo-liberal with an agenda and policies 

that were hostile to both employed and unemployed workers. The Communist Party, in 

alliance with the ALP ‘left’, was tied to the trade union movement so that “by default, 

industrial and political leadership remained with fulltime union officials and the ALP” 

(O’Lincoln, 1993: 28). As the Accord process deepened, this led to increasing tension 

and divisions between WOW and labour and community organisations which had 

supported its formation, development and growth.  

 

As capitalist managers utilised crisis, new technology and restructuring to increase 

exploitation and erode the power of the working class, the general commitment of the 

leadership of the trade union movement to the Hawke Government and the Accord 

process was crucial. Mass unemployment was a component of a new international 

division of labour used by capital to try and enforce capitalist control. Failure to 

recognise or acknowledge this led many in the union movement, in return for 

consultation, to be harnessed to the interests of capital to help control the base of their 

organisations and those under their influence. Not only did many unions discipline their 

rank and file over pay, conditions and industrial action but attacks on the pilots’ union 

and the Builders Labourer’s Federation helped to divide the labour movement into 



‘extremists’ and ‘moderates’. For those active in WOW there was no mistaking where 

this placed the Union. 

 

 In Wollongong, the Accord helped construct a new state, capital and trade union 

consensus as the community and labour movements demand for ‘jobs, jobs, jobs’, was 

translated into a widespread surrender to the dictates of capital. Corporatist planning at a 

regional level was further advanced through institutions such as the trade-union initiated 

South Coast Employment Development Project which aimed to “harness the combined 

resources and energies of government, unions, employer organisations and corporations 

… to expand in a dynamic way the economic base of the region” (South Coast 

Employment Development Project, 1986: 1). In order for places like Wollongong to 

expand their economic base, ‘the market’ now demanded increased labour ‘flexibility’, 

the cutting of labour costs, more profits, increased management power and an 

undermining of the power of labour. To grease the wheels of the ‘new economy’, people 

socialised in a region dominated by relatively stable unionised work, advanced wages and 

conditions and class consciousness would have to be re-educated. As mass 

unemployment and social breakdown grew employers and governments created new 

ways of managing workers and the unemployed, often with the cooperation of concerned 

labour and community organisations. These new forms of organisation were “specifically 

focused on social containment and control via varied training, retraining and temporary 

employment schemes” (Hudson, 1997: 27). 

 

 Social control is normally dependent on the workplace (Richards, 1987; Windschuttle, 

1979) and unemployment can loosen people’s ties to capital and its mechanisms of 

regulation and control. That is why a commonly stated problem for employers is that too 

many people are not 'job ready'; having spent too much time unemployed, they no longer 

have ‘work discipline’ or a ‘work ethic’. Continuing high unemployment during the 

1980s in Wollongong threatened to keep thousands of workers outside the experience of 

waged-labour. The major state response to this was the introduction of various ‘training’ 

and 'work experience' schemes. These new programs not only prepared workers for new 

forms of work but often operated as short-term, casual, non-unionised workplaces 



themselves. Some unions keen to be ‘doing something’ about unemployment cooperated 

with short-term job creation and ‘on-the-job’ training schemes, turning a blind eye to low 

wages, lack of decent working conditions, precariousness and the increased power of 

employers. The legacy of mass participation in these schemes has been the conditioning 

of large numbers of workers to expect non-unionised, short-term or casual jobs, with poor 

conditions and low pay.  

 

 

WOW and class composition 

 

 

 While there are many different conceptions of the working class, this thesis, by seeking 

to emphasise the power of the proletariat, has considered the working class from an 

Autonomist perspective as constituted through struggle against capital. The working class 

is a political project, a “collectivity that struggles in common” (Hardt and Negri, 2004: 

104). The concept of ‘class composition’ analyses class struggle by investigating working 

class power and coherence. Yet this coherence does not manifest in class unity but in 

diverse, fluid and interconnected activity creating cycles of struggle continually 

challenging capitalist command. The proletariat is neither unified nor stable, no more 

static than its activity. The complex nature of the working class means that class struggle 

is based on a multiplicity of needs and desires and a variety of theories and practices and 

diverse forms of self-valorisation.  

 

 Rarely do the unemployed appear as actors in the public discourse on unemployment. 

Usually they are marginalised, excluded, or represented by employed people. The 

problems confronting unemployed peoples’ mobilisation are the result of different 

organisational, collective and individual obstacles, but many of those interested in the 

plight of the unemployed recognise that if they do not organise on their own behalf, no 

other group will, or can, adequately represent their interests (Forrester and Ward, 1990; 

Lorence, 1996; Piven and Cloward; Schlozman and Verba, 1979). The formation of 

WOW was the result of working class struggles and a desire by radicalised unemployed 

workers for more democracy, independent forms of organisation and a new ‘scene’ of 



social attachment and support. WOW’s membership was politically and ideologically 

diverse and contradictory and their daily struggles and internal battles were reflected in 

various forms of political self-mobilisation and attempts at improving unemployed 

people’s living conditions. The formation of WOW provided unemployed people with 

space for discussion, affinity and experimentation, shared learning and solidarity which 

coalescesed around campaigns and projects and facilitated a proliferation of activities. 

Unemployed people’s self-organisation in WOW enabled them to become empowered, 

active participants in social processes rather than passive recipients and manipulated 

pawns. Both the loss and the rejection of waged work animated a desire among some 

WOW members for a new life that did not rely on having employment. The occupation of 

the house also helped transform WOW by providing a relatively permanent space for 

both traditional Union and for welfare activities and utopian and alternative projects, 

enhancing communal self-determination.  

 

 In determining who could become a full member, WOW did not emphasise the (absent) 

link to the world of paid employment but included children, retirees, stay-at-home parents 

and all types of pensioners. This de-emphasis of the jobless status of the unemployed 

made the connection with the employed more tenuous but assisted the formation of links 

with those who were excluded from the trade union movement. But, the unemployed in 

WOW were not lumpenproletarian, or an underclass, separate from the working class. 

Although organising separately as unemployed workers, WOW sought to overcome 

divisions between waged and unwaged workers by campaigning for the right to work and 

joining and supporting employed workers’ struggles wherever possible.  The unemployed 

are not part of the working class because they undertake work, as people did in WOW, or 

“because they suffer the imposition of work: the work of looking for work, the work of 

reproducing themselves and the rest of the class” (Cleaver, 2003: 30). The unemployed 

do work and are socially creative and productive, but they are part of the working class 

where they struggle against the imposition of commodified work, against capitalist 

command and for alternative ways of being.  

 



 WOW reflected a “complexification of class composition” (Thoburn, 2003: 128) 

working to develop working class coherence through a diversity of practices. Rather than 

work refusal in WOW being a ‘middle class’ practice, it was not those that considered 

themselves as having a ‘middle class’ background who left their jobs and/or chose not to 

seek waged work. Work refusal in WOW was a mode of proletarian composition as it 

was not about ‘opting out’ of class relations but was a means of becoming proletarian, of 

collectively fighting against capital. Whilst many WOW members sought to compose 

ways of living without waged work, work refusal was not freedom from struggles over 

work, wages and conditions. WOW and its members did not develop an anti-work 

ideology which denied the social role of work. Work was viewed as something the class 

had in common, and the struggles over work were clearly seen as the basis for shared 

social action. WOW members were engaging in class struggle by self-organising and 

assisting class composition based on a common relationship with the rest of the working 

class in their antagonism to capital.  

 

 Since mass sackings and unemployment were an assault on working class power, aimed 

at decomposing the class, the defence of jobs and struggling for the right to work, on 

better terms for the working class, helped to recompose the class. Together in WOW, 

“the organised unemployed represented a considerable resource for the working class” 

(Donaldson, 1985: 8). They were an active social force, developing alternative social 

infrastructures based on their own capacity to organise, control and develop self-activity 

and transforming their conditions of life through conscious political practice. By its 

organisation and publicity, WOW maintained the public presence of the unemployed, and 

refused to allow them to be hidden and unheard. It focused attention on the problems 

associated with unemployment and served to protect the working class as a whole against 

further hardship and attack. It established solidarity and support between employed and 

unemployed workers and was able to defuse employer attempts to pit different sections of 

the labour movement against each other, preventing the unemployed from being used as 

scab labour and instead mobilising as a powerful tool of the working class.  

 



 WOW’s solidarity in the struggles of waged workers assisted the coherence of the class 

in the fight against retrenchments and unemployment locally, nationally and 

internationally and helped to develop bonds of reciprocity and mutual dependence in 

struggles over the scope and intensity of commodified labour. The praxis of WOW 

resisted not only the commands of capital and the state but also the institutional 

imperatives of the trade union movement. This development of working class autonomy 

from capital assisted WOW and its membership to reject and resist recuperation by the 

state through programs such as CEP and processes like the Accord. WOW collectively 

struggled with other workers by linking with trade unions, the CPA and other ‘left and 

progressive’ organisations but when these organisations retreated from overt class 

struggle, divisions grew and WOW became more marginalised. As sections of the labour 

movement assisted the enhancement and development of a multi-tiered workforce, 

further dividing workers, WOW struggled against class disaggregation by refusing to be 

treated as marginal to the working class and continued to be an obstacle to the politics of 

consensus, cooperation and compromise with capital.  

 

 In a period of growing economic and social crisis many came to question and challenge 

the power of capital. The heartlessness of mass sackings clearly demonstrated that 

workers were expendable and considered worthless, their lives just fodder for big 

corporations whose only interest was profits. The working class fight-back against 

sackings, unemployment and poverty helped to further politicise many employed and 

unemployed people and demonstrated the power of unionism and the common interests 

and enemies of the working class. WOW assisted the unemployed in understanding who 

they were, what was in their interest and what socio/political options were available 

and/or desirable for them. Within WOW there were different types of class-consciousness 

which were fluid, complex and contradictory and reflected the variety of and complexity 

of class struggle itself. WOW helped to raise the class consciousness of some, as the 

Union developed an understanding amongst its members and supporters that their 

exploitation and oppression was tied to the exploitation and oppression of others.  

 



 Interviewees expressed a number of different views regarding the individual and 

collective class position of WOW’s membership. While these views were important and 

influential they did not determine class position. WOW members were working class not 

because they identified as working class, but because they engaged in struggles against 

capital. As Cleaver (2003: 55) explains, processes of class struggle do not necessarily 

involve “class consciousness” in the traditional sense as this tends to “flatten out” the 

complexities, content, divisions and circulation of struggles amongst workers. Class is 

based on the reality of struggle against capitalism and people do not need to use or 

understand the concept of the working class to be working class or to take action against 

capital and in the interests of the class.  

 

 Yet, while class struggle occurs regardless of whether people perceive themselves as 

belonging to a class, class consciousness is important and helpful where it assists workers 

to organise more effectively. Working class consciousness develops through the class’s 

creative activity and the common experiences of being exploited and oppressed by 

capital. Sennett and Cobb (1972: 29) argue that class consciousness is best understood in 

terms of a fight to avoid absorption, to maintain a sense of freedom and dignity. As 

workers refuse capitalist command they become more conscious of their commonality of 

interests and the benefits of collective class organisation and activity. As WOW members 

self-organised, they were more able to work together for mutual benefit rather than 

remaining isolated or competing against each other in the labour market and through their 

common struggle against capital their political and class consciousness developed. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

 

 While at first sight, struggles for the right to work and practices of work refusal may 

appear contradictory, the praxis of WOW demonstrates that they can be and were 

sometimes complementary. Self-valorisation does not denote a unified social project but 

a multiplicity of praxi. There are many ways to struggle against capital and diverse 

projects of self-valorisation can find ways to avoid being constrained and harnessed 

within capital and become mutually supportive. Right to work struggles can undermine 



the use of crisis against the working class by seeking to compose around demands for 

labour that have use values for the working class and practices of work refusal present 

opportunities for more meaningful creative activity and the time and energy to construct a 

better world. The power of work refusal is the ability to free up time from the capitalist 

imposition of work and the power of self-valorisation is the ability to use this for anti-

capitalist activities and to elaborate the communist future in the present. By resisting 

capital through work refusal and fighting for the right to work WOW helped to 

recompose the working class by fighting for the common interests of workers, waged and 

unwaged. Those interests included both a rejection of work for capital and struggles for a 

transformation of work.  

 

 This study of WOW, its members and their praxis has revealed both the power and 

limitations of working class struggle in Wollongong during the 1980s. Today 

unemployment in Wollongong is still higher than the national average and is again 

increasing (Murphy, 2006a: 4). The average income of Wollongong workers is now 

significantly less than the NSW average (Levy, 2005:11) and the lack of local jobs sees 

twenty five percent of the workforce commute to Sydney each day for work (Ellis, 2005: 

s6). Many of Wollongong’s unemployed remain economically and socially marginalised, 

consigned to the worst public housing estates and subjected to police and Centrelink 

harassment. Here they serve as a warning to those in waged work thus helping to 

maintain a climate of fear that retards workers’ struggle. 

 

 Many of those in waged work are working longer hours and for a larger part of their 

lives as part of an increasingly flexible, mobile and casual workforce. The imposition of 

widespread overwork and vulnerability is creating growing psychological, physical and 

social problems (Beder, 2000; Murphy, 2006: 3; O’Rourke, 2004: 93) Yet many 

Australian workers now believe that it is easy to get a job and they leave their jobs 

regularly (La Canna, 2006: 15). This indicates that precarisation is contested as attempts 

to increase exploitation and subordination confront workers needs and desires and the 

search for other, better, lives. Workers’ desires for a better life are expressed in their 

recognition that waged work is undermining social relationships and in their concerns 



about the ‘quality of life’ and struggles over ‘family and work time’. As commodified 

labour hours continue to increase, the popularity of work refusal is indicated by the 

number of popular books advocating various ways of going about it (e.g. De Graff, 2003; 

Drake, 2000; Hodgkinson, 2005; Honore, 2004; Kane, 2004). The uneven distribution of 

paid work means that while large numbers of workers are ‘underemployed’ and the 

increase in casual work is creating a generation of working poor, a significant proportion 

of waged workers want less waged work, even if this involves a loss of income (Hamilton 

and Mail, 2003; La Canna, 2006, 15; Mares, 2004).   

 

 Analysis of resistance to the imposition of capitalist crisis can be of assistance in 

explaining the measures employed against the proletariat and suggest lessons for 

contemporary and future action. The struggle against capitalism could benefit from a 

more comprehensive understanding and further analysis of how unemployment is used by 

capital as a weapon to get workers to struggle for commodified labour instead of against 

it. Throughout the history of capitalism, workers have refused the commodification of 

their labour and this refusal of work did not disappear; it has merely changed form, along 

with the changing forms of the capitalist imposition of work. Further examination and 

analysis of the struggle against labour that valorises capital can help find forms 

appropriate to contemporary class composition. Discussion and debate about working 

class praxis, cycles of struggle and class composition can assist the class appreciate the 

changed terrain of struggle, the rapid transformations of work, the state and capital. These 

discussions and debates can illuminate possibilities for political and social change as 

productive forces and regimes of command change in response to the social creativity 

and struggles of the working class.  

 

  The elaboration of working class political strategies is assisted by an understanding of 

the class’s power. This thesis has emphasised the power of the unemployed, their 

resources, skills and creativity and has acknowledged both the working class’s continual 

struggle to redistribute power and wealth and the development of oppositional values that 

affirm that people can live a useful and meaningful life of dignity and creativity in the 

midst of poverty. The concept of self-valorisation focuses attention on the proletariat’s 



power to limit and constrain capital and its abilities and creativity in developing 

alternatives. The history of WOW shows the importance of organic, democratic and self-

organised working class organisation and the power that can accrue to an organisation 

based within the working class. The negative affects on WOW of the incorporation of 

much of the labour movement into capitalist management structures by the Hawke Labor 

Government shows the importance of working class organisation independent of capital, 

political parties and the state.  

 

 Clarifying WOW’s praxis can help to explain how and why certain forms of struggle 

arise and the benefits and problems associated with them. Exploring the limits of WOW’s 

ability to self-organise and struggle autonomously could assist in the recognition and 

appreciation of the benefits of forms of organisation that aid the development and 

circulation of struggles and those which hinder them. Since useful forms of working class 

organisation change with the change in class composition, it is helpful to think about the 

issue of working class organisation in its most basic sense: the elaboration of cooperation 

among people in struggle against capital. 

 

 Assisting the self-organisation of precarious workers, the unemployed, underemployed, 

casual workers and the class as a whole is as urgent and necessary today as it was in the 

1980s. In some parts of the world, unemployed peoples’ movements continue to be active 

and powerful (Petras, 2002: 1; Union of the Unemployed of Iraq, 2006) and proletarian 

struggle continues to challenge capital and create communism. As this conclusion is 

being written, an estimated three million employed and unemployed workers in France 

are disrupting cities and towns across the country and students have closed two-thirds of 

the country’s universities protesting against a new youth labour law making it easier to 

sack young workers (Lichfield, 2006; Sciolino, 2006: 17). As class struggle continues 

and capitalist crises of war, terror, poverty and environmental destruction threaten 

humanity it is important that we do not view the world with despondency, a result of our 

defeats, but instead recognise how the anti-capitalist struggles of the past have succeeded 

in helping to develop the basis for a future communist society. Labour under capitalism is 

contradictory, reproducing and developing the violence of the system but also 



reproducing and developing struggles against it. As capital seeks to increase the 

alienation, exploitation and subordination of work it is still possible for the working class 

to escape the power of capital, but capital cannot escape the power of the working class. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Bibliography  

 

 

Anthony, P., 1977, The Ideology of Work, Tavistock, London.   

 

Arneston, R., 1990, ‘Is Work Special?, Justice and the Distribution of Employment’, 

American Political Science Review, Number 84, pp.1127-1147. 

 

Aronowitz, S. and DiFazio, W., 1994, The Jobless Future: Sci-tech and the Dogma of 

Work, University of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis. 

 

Aufheben, 2003, ‘From Operaismo to 'Autonomist Marxism'’, Aufheben, Number 11. 

 

Australian Broadcasting Corporation, 2005, ‘Unions Says Workers May Pull Mass 

‘Sickies’ to Protest IR Changes’, July 9. 

URL: http://dsl.optusnet.com.au/news/story/abc/20050709/15/business/1410589.inp 

Accessed: 6 / 9/ 05 

 

Australian Financial Review, 2004, ‘1 in 5 Waste 1 in 5’, November 2, p.59.  

 

Bedford, J., 1983, ‘Wollongong the Brave’, National Times, July 29, pp.15-17. 

 

Beder, S., 2000, Selling the Work Ethic: From Puritan Pulpit to Corporate PR, Scribe, 

Victoria. 

 

Beilharz, P., 1994, Transforming Labor: Labour Tradition and the Labor Decade in 

Australia, Cambridge University Press, Melbourne. 

 

Bell, H., 1994, Outlaw Culture: Resisting Representation, Routledge, New York. 

 

Beradi, F., 2005, What is the Meaning of Autonomy Today? Subjectivation, Social 

Composition, Refusal of Work. 

http://dsl.optusnet.com.au/news/story/abc/20050709/15/business/1410589.inp


URL: http://multitudes.samizdat.net/articles.php3?id_article=1294 

Accessed: 29/ 8/05 

 

Berger, P., 1964, The Human Shape of Work, Macmillan, New York. 

 

Blakers, C., 1984, ‘The Youth Labour Market: The Effect of Unemployment’, Youth 

Studies Bulletin, Volume 3, pp.71-101.  

 

Bologna, S., 1980, ‘The Tribe of Moles’, in Lotringer, S. & Marazzi, C. (eds) Italy: 

Autonomia, Post-Political Politics, Semiotext, New York. 

 

Bookchin, M., Post-Scarcity Anarchism, Black Rose, New York, 1986. 

 

Bowers, D., 1996, ‘Oppressed Collectives on the Defensive’, Journal of Black Studies, 

Volume 26, Number 4, pp.490-503. 

 

Brunetti, F., 1983, ‘Kill City’, Rock Australia Magazine, August 5, Sydney, p.11-14. 

 

Bryman, A., 2004, Social Research Methods, Oxford University Press, Oxford. 

 

Burgmann, V., 1995, Revolutionary Industrial Unionism: The Industrial Workers of the 

World in Australia, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge. 

 

Centre for Policy Alternatives, 2005, Right to Work – For Less. 

http://www.stateaction.org/issues/issue.cfm?issue=RightToWorkForLess.xml 

Accessed: 13/12/05 

 

Chiltern, P., 1992, ‘Cops Raid Launceston Jobless Group’, Green Left Weekly, April 1, 

p.5.  

 

Cleaver, H., 1979, Reading Capital Politically, Harvester Press, Brighton.  

http://multitudes.samizdat.net/articles.php3?id_article=1294
http://www.stateaction.org/issues/issue.cfm?issue=RightToWorkForLess.xml


 

Cleaver, H., 1992, ‘The Inversion of Class Perspective in Marxian Theory: From 

Valorisation to Self Valorisation’, Open Marxism, Volume 2, in Bonefeld, W. (ed.), 

Pluto, London, pp.106-144. 

 

Cleaver, H., 1993, ‘Autonomy, Work and Refusal:  An Interview with Harry Cleaver’, 

vis-à-vi, Number 1, Rome. 

 

Cleaver, H., 2003, ‘From Operaismo to ‘Autonomist Marxism’; A Response’, Aufheben, 

Number 11, pp.24 -55. 

 

Cleaver, H., 2005, ‘Work, Value and Domination: On the Continuing Relevance of the 

Marxian Theory of Value in the Crisis of the Keynesian Planner State’, The Commoner, 

no.10. 

Available URL: www.the commoner.org.  

Accessed 23/ 8/05 

 

Cliff, T., 1980, ‘The Right to Work: A New Stage?’, Socialist Review, Number 19, pp.3-

4. 

 

Connell, R.W., 2005, ‘Empire, Domination, Autonomy: Antonio Negri as a Social 

Theorist’, Public Lecture, July, University of Sydney. 

 

Critcher, C., Clarke, J., Hall, S., Jefferson, T. and Roberts, B., 1978, Policing the Crisis, 

Mugging, the State, and Law and Order, Holmes and Meier, New York.  

 

Dalla Costa, M., 1972, The Power of Women and the Subversion of the Community, 

Falling Wall Press, London. 

 



Davis, J., 1997, ‘Building a Culture: Architecture and Art in the Illawarra’, A History of 

Wollongong, in Hagan, J. and Wells, A. (eds.), University of Wollongong Press, 

Wollongong, pp.217-230. 

 

 

DeAngelis, M., 2001, ‘Marx’s Theory of Primitive Accumulation: A Suggested 

Reinterpretation’, The Commoner, Number 2. 

Available URL: www.thecommoner.org.  

Accessed: 23/8/05 

 

De Graff, J., 2003, Take Back Your Time: Fighting Overwork and Time Poverty in 

America, Berrett-Koehler, San Francisco. 

 

Devenish, C., 1999, ‘WOW Doled It Out to Pollies’, 100 Years 1900-1999; Illawarra 

Mercury Commemorative Supplement, December 3, p.161. 

 

Donaldson, M., Larcombe, G. and McGee, P., 1984, ‘Up Against the Crisis: Class 

Struggle and the Broad Alliance in Wollongong’, Capital Essays: Selected Papers From 

the Conference on Australian Capital History, Cottle, D. (ed.), University of New South 

Wales, pp.19-31. 

 

Donaldson, M., 1985, Strategies for Fighting the Sack and Creating Jobs, paper 

presented at Trade Union Seminar on Job Retention and Creation in Tasmania, Hobart. 

 

Donaldson, M., 1993, ‘Creating the Unemployed: From Dangerous Definitions to 

Realistic Solutions’, Responding to Unemployment: Perspectives and Strategies, 

Hodgkinson, A., Kelly, D. and Verruci, N. (eds.), Department of Economics, University 

of Wollongong, Wollongong, pp.219-223. 

 

Donaldson, M., 1996, Taking Our Time: Remaking the Temporal Order, University of 

Western Australia Press, Western Australia. 

 



Donaldson, M., 2006, ‘The Working Class’, Class: History, Formations and 

Conceptualisations, Hegemony Research Group Workshop, University of Wollongong, 

March 3. 

 

Donarski, C., 1986, Beating the Dole Drums, Triple J radio, Sydney. 

 

Dorrance, G. & Hughes, H., 1998, ‘The Effects of Youth Unemployment’, 

Unemployment in Australia, in Healey, K. (ed.), Spinney Press, Sydney, pp. 33-38. 

 

Drake, J., 2000, Downshifting: How to Work Less and Enjoy Life More, Berrett-Koehler, 

San Francisco. 

 

Dyer-Witheford, N., 1999, Cyber-Marx: Cycles and Circuits of Struggle in High-

Technology Capitalism, University of Illinois Press, Chicago. 

 

Eklund, E., 2002, Steel Town: The Making and Breaking of Port Kembla, Melbourne 

University Press, Melbourne. 

 

Ellis, G., 2005, ‘What’s the Big Idea; Illawarra’s Future Business Leaders Reveal Their 

Vision for the Region’, Illawarra Mercury, May 14, p.s6. 

 

Elster, J., 1988, ‘Is There (Or Should There Be) a Right to Work?’, in Guttman, A., ed., 

Democracy and the Welfare State, Princeton University Press, Princeton, pp.53-78. 

 

Evans-Pritchard, A., 2005, ‘Germany's Minimal Wages Idea Targets UK’, The 

Telegraph, September 12, London. 

Available URL: 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/portal/main.jhtml;jsessionid=QKX1JIL0JQLRLQFIQMFCM

5OAVCBQYJVC?view=HOME&grid=P13&menuId=-1&menuItemId=-

1&_requestid=1400 

Accessed: 7/ 9/05 

 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/portal/main.jhtml;jsessionid=QKX1JIL0JQLRLQFIQMFCM5OAVCBQYJVC?view=HOME&grid=P13&menuId=-1&menuItemId=-1&_requestid=1400
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/portal/main.jhtml;jsessionid=QKX1JIL0JQLRLQFIQMFCM5OAVCBQYJVC?view=HOME&grid=P13&menuId=-1&menuItemId=-1&_requestid=1400
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/portal/main.jhtml;jsessionid=QKX1JIL0JQLRLQFIQMFCM5OAVCBQYJVC?view=HOME&grid=P13&menuId=-1&menuItemId=-1&_requestid=1400


Ewer, P., Hampson, I., Lloyd, C., Rainford, J., Rix, S., Smith, M., 1991, Politics and the 

Accord, Pluto Press, Sydney. 

 

Flanagan, R., 1991, “Parish-fed Bastards”: A History of the Politics of the Unemployed 

in Britain, 1884-1939, Greenwood, New York.   

 

Folsom, F., 1991, Impatient Armies of the Poor: The Story of Collective Action of the 

Unemployed, 1808 -1942, University of Colorado Press, Colorado. 

 

Forrester, K., & Ward, K., 1990, ‘Trade Union Services for the Unemployed: The 

Unemployed Workers’ Centres’, British Journal of Industrial Relations Volume 28, 

pp.387-395. 

 

Fox, C. and Lake, M., 1990, Australians at Work: Commentaries and Sources, McPhee 

Gribble, Victoria. 

 

Galibert, C, 2004, ‘Some Preliminary Notes on Actor Observer Anthropology’, 

International Social Science Journal, Volume 56, Issue 181, pp. 455 – 466. 

 

Ganguly–Scrase, R., 2001, Global Issues, Local Contexts: The Rabi Das of West Bengal, 

Sangram Books, London. 

 

Geras, N., 1983, Marx and Human Nature: Refutation of a Legend, Verso, London. 

 

Gibson, T., 2005, ‘Who Will Do the Dirty Work’, Common Voice, Issue 3. 

Available URL: http://www.cvoice.org/current.htm 

Accessed: 23/10/05 

 

Giddens, A., 2001, Sociology, Polity, Cambridge. 

 

http://www.cvoice.org/current.htm


Ginnane, P., 1983, ‘$40 Dole Puts Kids Out in the Cold’, Illawarra Mercury, June 14, 

p.5. 

 

Gittins, R., 2005, ‘Work: Less an Ethic, More an Order’, Sydney Morning Herald, June 8, 

p.17. 

 

Glesne, C., 1999, Becoming Qualitative Researchers, Longman, New York. 

 

Gorz, A., 1985, Paths to Paradise: On the Liberation from Work, Pluto, Sydney. 

 

Gough, I., 1979, The Political Economy of the Welfare State: Critical Texts in Social 

Work and the Welfare State, Macmillan, London. 

 

Gramsci, A., in Hyman, R., 1971, The Sociology of Trade Unionism, Pluto, London. 

 

Grele, R., 1998, ‘Movement Without Aim: Methodological and Theoretical Problems in 

Oral History’, in Perks R. and Thomson, A. (eds), The History Reader, Routledge, 

London, pp. 196-211. 

 

Gunzburg, G. (ed.), 1975, Bringing Work to Life, Longman Chesire, Melbourne. 

 

Hall, J. 2004, ‘Job Dissatisfaction: Blame it on the Boss’, Australian Financial Review, 

November 2, p.58. 

 

Hamilton, C. and Mail, E., 2003, Downshifting in Australia: A Sea-change in the Pursuit 

of Happiness, Australia Institute, Canberra. 

 

Hannan, K., 2006, ‘China: Class, Disaffection and Disorder’, Class: History, Formations 

and Conceptualisations, Hegemony Group Workshop, University of Wollongong, March 

3. 

 

Harding, S., 1987, Feminism and Methodology, Indiana University Press, Bloomington. 



Hardt, M. and Negri, A., 2000, Empire, Harvard University Press, Massachusetts. 

 

Hardt, M. and Negri, A., 2004, Multitude: War and Democracy in the Age of Empire, 

Penguin, New York.  

 

Harvie, D., 2005, ‘All Labour Produces Value for Capital and We All Struggle Against 

Value’, The Commoner, Number 10. 

Available URL: www.thecommoner.org.  

Accessed: 23/8/05 

 

Hebdige, D., 2003, Subculture: The Meaning of Style, Routledge, London. 

 

Hirst, P., 1975, ‘Marx and Engels on Law, Crime, and Morality’, in Critical Criminology, 

Taylor, I., Walton, P. and Young, J. (eds.), Routledge & Kegan Paul, London, pp.65-94. 

 

Hodgkinson, T., 2005, How To Be Idle, HarperCollins, New York. 

 

Honore, C., 2004, In Praise of Slowness: How a Worldwide Movement is Challenging the 

Cult of Speed, HarperCollins, New York. 

 

Hudson, R., 1997, Restructuring Region and State: The Case of North East England, 

Blackwell, Oxford. 

 

Hughes, H., 1986, ‘The Right to Work’, Australian Bulletin of Labour, Volume 12, 

Number 4, p.234-243. 

 

 

Illawarra Mercury, 1983, ‘WOW Makes Waves to Aid Unemployed’, November 8, p.7.  

 

 

Illawarra Mercury, 1986, ‘Dole Deal: PM Puts Jobless to Work’, June 6, p.1. 

 



International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, 1966, United Nations 

Document A/6316, New York. 

 

Jones, B., 1982, Sleepers Wake! Technology and the Future of Work, Oxford University 

Press, Melbourne. 

 

Jones, T., 1985, ‘No Power, No Passion’, Four Corners, ABC Television, Sydney, 

November 5. 

 

Kane, P., 2004, The Play Ethic: A Manifesto for a Different Way of Living, Pan 

Macmillan, London. 

 

Kelly, P. and Macey, R., 1982, ‘Jobless Storm House’, Sydney Morning Herald, October 

27, p.1. 

 

Kildal, N., 1998, ‘The Social Basis of Self-respect: A Normative Discussion of Politics 

Against Unemployment’, Thesis Eleven, Number 54, p.63 – 77. 

 

Kryger, T., 1998, ‘Do Official Figures Understate ‘True’ Unemployment?’, Research 

Note 33, Parliament of Australia Library, Canberra. 

 

La Canna, X., 2006, ‘A Change of Jobs? No Probs’, Illawarra Mercury, March 8, p.15. 

 

Lackner, S., 1998, ‘“Listen, I Don’t Want to Work”: Young People and Unemployment,’ 

Against the Odds: Young People and Work, in Bessant, J. and Cook, S. (eds.), Hobart, 

pp.220-229. 

 

Levy, M., 2005, ‘We’re 400,000-plus’, Illawarra Mercury, March 31, p.11. 

 

Lichfield, J., 2006, ‘Three Million March Against French Law’, The Independent, March 

29.  



Available URL: http://news.independent.co.uk/europe/article354233.ece 

Accessed: 6/4/06 

 

Linebaugh, P. and Rediker, M., 2000, The Many Headed Hydra: The Hidden History of 

the Revolutionary Atlantic, Verso, London. 

 

Linebaugh, P., 2003, The London Hanged: Crime and Civil Society in the Eighteenth 

Century, Verso, London. 

 

Littler, C., 1978, ‘Understanding Taylorism’, British Journal of Sociology, Number 29, 

Volume 2, pp.185-202. 

 

Lorence, J., 1996, Organising the Unemployed: Community and Union Activists in the 

Industrial Heartland, State University of New York Press, New York. 

 

Louw, L., 2006, The Right to Work and Increasing the Demand for Labour, Free Market 

Foundation. 

Available URL: www.freemarket foundation.com/main.asp 

Accessed: 16/11/05 

 

Lowenstein, W., 1997, Weevils at Work: What’s Happening to Work in Australia – An 

Oral Record, Catalyst, Sydney. 

 

McDonald, A., 1995, Unemployment Forever or A Support Income System and Work for 

All, McDonald, Australia. 

 

McPhillips, J., 1988, The Accord and Its Consequences, New Era, Sydney. 

 

Mallory, G., 2005, Uncharted Waters: Social Responsibility in Australian Trade Unions, 

Boolarong Press, Brisbane. 

 

http://news.independent.co.uk/europe/article354233.ece


Mares, P., 2004, The Future of Work, ABC Radio National, May 2. 

 

Martin, B., 1984, ‘Rebels with a Cause’, Illawarra Mercury, October 13, p.23. 

 

Marx, K., 1954, Capital; A Critical Analysis of Capitalist Production, Volume One, 

Foreign Languages Publishing House, Moscow. 

 

Marx, K. & Engels, F., 1985, The German Ideology, Part One, Lawrence and Wishart, 

London. 

 

Masterman-Smith, H., 2005, Hidden Seeds: The Political Economy of Working Class 

Women in Campbelltown, PhD Thesis, University of Western Sydney, Sydney. 

 

Mead, L., 1992, The New Politics of Poverty, Basic Books, New York. 

 

Mendes, P., 1999, ‘From Protest to Acquiescence: Political Movements of the 

Unemployed’, Social Alternatives, Volume 18, Number 4, pp.44-50. 

 

Merton, R., 1972, ‘Insiders and Outsiders: A Chapter in the Sociology of Knowledge’, 

The American Journal of Sociology, Volume 78, Number 1, pp. 9-47. 

 

Meyerson, H., 2004, ‘Class Warrior’, Washington Post, June 9, p.21. 

 

Mies, M., 1993, ‘Towards a Methodology for Feminist Research’, in Hammersley, M. 

(ed.), Social Research: Philosophy, Politics and Practice, Sage, London, pp.117-139. 

 

Milner, A., 1984, The Road to St. Kilda Pier; George Orwell and the Politics of the 

Australian Left, Stained Wattle Press, Sydney. 

 

Mitropoulos, A. and Neilson, B., 2005, ‘Polemos, Universitas’, Borderlands, Volume 4, 

Number 1. 

http://www.jstor.org.ezproxy.uow.edu.au:2048/search/BasicResults?Search=Search&Query=aa:%22Robert%20K.%20Merton%22&hp=25&si=1
http://www.jstor.org.ezproxy.uow.edu.au:2048/view/00029602/dm992607/99p0077a/0?currentResult=00029602%2bdm992607%2b99p0077a%2b0%2cFFFFFFFFFF&searchUrl=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.jstor.org%2Fsearch%2FBasicResults%3Fhp%3D25%26si%3D1%26Query%3Dmerton%2Binsiders
http://www.jstor.org.ezproxy.uow.edu.au:2048/browse/00029602
http://www.jstor.org.ezproxy.uow.edu.au:2048/browse/00029602/dm992607


Available URL: 

http://www.borderlandsejournal.adelaide.edu.au/vol4no1_2005/neilsonmitropoulos_pole

mos.htm 

Accessed: 6/11/05 

 

Montano, M., 1975, ‘Notes on the International Crisis’, Zerowork 1, pp.7-14. 

 

Murphy, J., 2006, ‘Working Class Seniors’, Illawarra Mercury, February 11, p.3. 

 

Murphy, J., 2006a, ‘Jobless Figures Leap’, Illawarra Mercury, January 23, p.4. 

 

National Union of Unemployed People, 1985, ‘Lessons from History’, National Union of 

Unemployed People Bulletin, Number 3, p.5. 

 

Negri, A., 1979, Capitalist Domination and Working Class Sabotage, CSE Books, 

London, pp.93-137. 

Available URL: http://www.geocities.com/cordobakaf/negri_sabotage.html  

Accessed: 17/9/05 

 

Negri, A. 1988, Revolution Retrieved, Red Notes, London. 

 

Negri, A., 1991, Marx Beyond Marx: Lessons of the Grundisse, Autonomedia, New 

York. 

 

Negri, A., 2001, Globalisation and Multitude,  

Available URL: http://www.geocities.com/CognitiveCapitalism/negri.html 

Accessed: 19 / 3 / 06 

 

Office of Youth Affairs, 1986, Wollongong Out of Workers’ Union, Youth Services 

Documentation Project, Canberra.  

 

http://www.borderlandsejournal.adelaide.edu.au/vol4no1_2005/neilsonmitropoulos_polemos.htm
http://www.borderlandsejournal.adelaide.edu.au/vol4no1_2005/neilsonmitropoulos_polemos.htm
http://www.geocities.com/cordobakaf/negri_sabotage.html
http://www.geocities.com/CognitiveCapitalism/negri.html


O’Lincoln, T., 1985, Into the Mainstream; The Decline of Australian Communism, 

Stained Wattle Press, Sydney. 

 

O’Lincoln, T., 1993, Years of Rage: Social Conflicts in the Fraser Era, Bookmarks, 

Melbourne. 

 

O’Rourke, J., 2004, ‘Casuals Sick and Working in Fear’, Sun-Herald, August 15, p.93. 

 

Petersen, C., 1992, ‘DSS Caught Harassing Aidex Protesters’, Green Left Weekly, 

February 26, p.4. 

 

Petras, J., 2005, The Unemployed Workers Movement in Argentina. 

Available URL: www.rebellion.org/petras/english/unemplyed270102.htm 

Accessed: 29/11/05  

 

Piven, F. and Cloward, R., 1979, Poor People’s Movements: Why They Succeed, How 

They Fail, Vintage Books, New York. 

 

Poplin, D., 1979, Communities: A Survey of Theories and Methods of Research, 

Macmillan, New York. 

 

Probert, B., 1990, Working Life, McPhee Gribble, Melbourne.  

 

Rainford, J., 1999, ‘Organising the Working Class’, Green Left Weekly, August 18, p.9. 

 

Reeve, C., 1976, The ‘Revolt Against Work, or Fight for the Right to be Lazy’, Fifth 

Estate, Detroit, December. 

 

Reglar, S., 2001, The Political Economy of Globalisation in China, University of 

Wollongong, Wollongong. 

 

http://www.rebellion.org/petras/english/unemplyed270102.htm


Richards, V. (ed.), 1987, Why Work? Arguments for the Leisure Society, Freedom Press, 

London.  

 

Robbins, W., 2003, ‘Management and Resistance in the Convict Work Gangs, 1788-

1830’, Journal of Industrial Relations, Volume 45, Number 4, p.360-377. 

 

Roe, J., 1985, Unemployment: Are There Lessons from History?, Hale and Iremonger, 

Sydney. 

 

Rose, H., 1974, ‘Up Against the Welfare State: The Claimants Unions’, The Socialist 

Register 1973, Merlin Press, London, pp.179-203. 

 

Rustin, M., 1983, ‘A Statutory Right to Work’, New Left Review, Number 137, pp.51-63.  

 

Savage, J., 1991, England’s Dreaming; Sex Pistols and Punk Rock, Faber and Faber, 

London. 

 

Sayers, S., 1998, Marxism and Human Nature, Routledge, New York. 

 

Schlozman, K. and Verba, S., 1979, Injury to Insult: Unemployment, Class, and Political 

Response, Harvard University Press, Cambridge. 

 

Schultz, J., 1985, Steel City Blues: The Human Cost of Industrial Crisis, Penguin, 

Victoria. 

 

Schultz, J., 1990, ‘Wollongong Revisited’, Australian Society, September, pp15-17. 

 

Sciolino, E., 2006, ‘French Protests Over Youth Labor Law Spread to 150 Cities and 

Towns’, New York Times, March 19, p.17. 

 



Sennett, R. and Cobb, J., 1972, Hidden Injuries of Class, Cambridge University, 

Cambridge.  

 

Sex Pistols, 1977, God Save the Queen, Never Mind the Bollocks, Virgin, London. 

 

Sex Pistols, 1977, Seventeen, Never Mind the Bollocks, Virgin, London. 

 

Sex Pistols, 1977, Pretty Vacant, Never Mind the Bollocks, Virgin, London. 

 

Siegel, R., 1994, Employment and Human Rights: The International Dimension, 

University of Pennsylvania Press, Philadelphia.  

 

Simpson, B., 1992, ‘West Demands Harassment Claims Probe’, Illawarra Mercury, April 

9, p.5. 

 

South Coast Regional Employed/Unemployed Alliance Foundation Document, 1986, 

South Coast Regional Employed/Unemployed Alliance, Wollongong. 

 

South Coast Employment Development Project, 1986, New Jobs New Industries, South 

Coast Employment Development Project, Wollongong. 

 

Stanway, G., ‘Benefits Crackdown: Touring Protestors Lose Dole”, Daily Telegraph, 

April 4, p.5. 

 

Steel City Pictures, 1982, Greetings from Wollongong, Wollongong. 

 

Steel Union Delegates, ‘Public Notice on Steel Crisis’, Illawarra Mercury, July 6, 1982, 

p.15. 

 

Stein, G., 1991, Let Them Eat Saos: Journeys With the Jobless, Triple J, November 3. 

 



The Clash, 1977, Career Opportunities, The Clash, CBS, London.  

 

The Clash, 1978, All the Young Punks, Give ‘Em Enough Rope, CBS, London. 

 

The Clash, 1979, Working for the Clampdown, London Calling, CBS, London. 

 

The Clash, 1980, The Call Up, Sandinista, CBS, London. 

 

The Gong, 1983, ‘The Year of WOW’, Wollongong Out of Workers’ Union, Sydney, 

December, p.3. 

 

The Gong, 1984, ‘Election 84’, Wollongong Out of Workers Union, Sydney, November, 

pp.6-7. 

 

The Gong, 1985, ‘The Politics of Job Creation’, Wollongong Out of Workers’ Union, 

Sydney, February, pp.6-7. 

 

The Gong, 1985a, ‘National Union of Unemployed People’, Wollongong Out of 

Workers’ Union, Sydney, August, p. 3. 

 

The Gong, 1991, Wollongong Out of Workers’ Union, Wollongong, p.1. 

 

The Refusal of Work, 1978, Echanges et Mouvement, Paris. 

 

The Ramones, 1981, It’s Not My Place (In the 9 to 5 World), Pleasant Dreams, Warner 

Brothers, New York. 

 

Thoburn, N., 2002, ‘Difference in Marx: the Lumpenproletariat and the Proletarian 

Unnamable’, Economy and Society, Volume 31, Number 3, pp.434 – 460. 

 

Thoburn, N., 2003, Deleuze, Marx and Politics, Routledge, London.  



 

Thomas, P., 1973, Taming the Concrete Jungle: The Builders Laborers’ Story, Quality 

Press, Sydney. 

 

Townsend, K., 2003, ‘Leisure at Work, Who Can Resist? An Investigation Into 

Workplace Resistance by Leisure Service Employees’,  Journal of Industrial Relations, 

Volume 45, Number 4, p.442-456.  

 

Trenwith, C., 2005, ‘What Do We Do When We’re Not Working’, Illawarra Mercury, 

September 24, p. 18. 

 

Turner, M., 1983, Stuck: Unemployed People Talk to Michele Turner, Penguin, 

Melbourne.  

 

Union of the Unemployed of Iraq, 2006. 

Available URL: www.uuiraq.org 

Accessed: 7/ 2/06 

 

United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 1948, United Nations, New 

York. 

 

Vezgoff, T., 1993, ‘The Atypical Worker Response to Unemployment: Threads and 

Themes’, in Responding to Unemployment; Perspectives and Strategies, Hodgkinson, A., 

Kelly, D. and Verrucci, N. (eds.), University of Wollongong, Wollongong, pp.226-229. 

 

Washington State Labor Council, 2005, Right to Work  vs. Free Bargaining. 

Available URL: http://www.wslc.org/legis/ri-work.htm 

Accessed: 21/2/06 

 

Willis, P., 1977, Learning to Labour, Saxon House, London. 

 

http://www.uuiraq.org/


Wilson, D., 1979, ‘Activists on the Dole: Left-wing Radicals Have Found a New Cause’, 

The Australian, 2 November, p.9. 

 

Windschuttle, K., 1979, Unemployment: A Social and Political Analysis of the Economic 

Crisis in Australia, Pelican, Melbourne.  

 

Windschuttle, K., 1980, ‘Unemployment and Class Conflict in Australia: 1978 – 9 - ?’, 

Essays in the Political Economy of Australian Capitalism, Volume Four, Wheelwright, E. 

and Buckley, K., (eds), ANZ Books, Sydney, pp. 243-266. 

 

Wollongong Out of Workers’ Union Constitution, 1983, Wollongong Out of Workers’ 

Union, Wollongong. 

 

Wollongong Out of Workers’ Union Log of Claims, 1986, Wollongong Out of Workers’ 

Union, Wollongong. 

 

WOW Newsletter, 1983, Wollongong Out of Workers’ Union, Wollongong, October 12. 

 

Wright, S., 2002, Storming Heaven: Class Composition and Struggle in Italian 

Autonomist Marxism, London, Pluto. 

 

Wyn, J. & White, R., 1997, Rethinking Youth, Allen and Unwin, Sydney.  

 

Young, M., 1979, I Want to Work, Cassell, Sydney.  

 

Zagala, A., 2005, ‘Redback Graphix’, Artonview, Number 43, National Gallery of 

Australia, Canberra, pp.43-47.  

 

 Zerowork Editorial Collective, 1975, Zerowork 1, New York. 

 

 



APPENDIX 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

 

Why did you become involved in WOW?  

What was the purpose of WOW?  

What did WOW do for the unemployed?  

What did WOW do for employed workers? 

What benefits did you get from being active in WOW? 

How did being a member of WOW affect you? 

How do you think being a member of WOW affected others? 

What do you consider were WOW’s most important activities?  

How important was the right to work? 

How did WOW fight for the right to work? 

Did you leave a job before becoming active in WOW?  

When you were active in WOW did you want a job? 

Were there practices, or a culture, of work refusal amongst WOW members?  

Did WOW advocate or support work refusal?  

What were the effects of punk culture on WOW and its members? 

How would you describe WOW’s relationship with the trade union movement? 

How would you describe WOW’s relationship with workers in general? 

Did you consider yourself part of the working class before you became active in WOW? 

After you became active? 

Did you see WOW as a working class organisation? 

 


