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This is the direction we push every day.
We need to push harder and better.
We can’t let anything stand in our way.

“When one comes to think of it, it is strange that thousands of people
in a great modern city should spend their waking hours swabbing dishes
in hot dens underground. The question I am raising is why this life goes on—
what purpose it serves, and who wants it to continue...”
									

George Orwell

Your back hurts from standing
up for 6, 10 or 14 hours in a
row. You reek of seafood and
steak spices. You’ve been
running back and forth all
night. You’re hot. Your clothes
are sticking to you with sweat.
All sorts of strange thoughts
come into your head.

In Spain in July of 1936, millions of workers armed
themselves and took over their workplaces. Restaurant
workers took over the restaurants, abolished tips, and used
restaurants to feed the workers’ militias going off to fight
the fascist armies. But the workers in arms had not gone far
enough, and had left the state intact. The Communist Party
soon took over the government and the police, jailed
or shot the radical workers and reversed most of the
gains of the revolution. Within a year, restaurants were
almost back to normal, and waiters were receiving tips
again, this time from Party leaders.
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You catch bits and
pieces of customers’
conversations, while having
constantly interrupted ones
with your co-workers.

Every time we attack this system but don’t destroy it, it changes, and in turn changes us and
the terrain of the next fight. Gains are turned against us, and we are stuck back in the same
situation—at work. The bosses try to keep us looking for individual solutions, or solutions within
an individual workplace or an individual trade. The only way we can free ourselves is to
broaden and deepen our fight. We involve workers from other workplaces, other industries, and
other regions. We attack more and more fundamental things. The desire to destroy restaurants
becomes the desire to destroy the conditions that create restaurants.

“Oh isn’t it nice, this restaurant gives
money to that save-the-wolves charity.”
“I can’t believe she slept with him. What a slut!”
“Yeah, the carpenters
are giving us problems.
They want more money.”

“So he says to me, ‘I think
my escargots are bad,’ and I say
‘What do you expect? They’re
snails’ AHAHAHAHAHAHAH.”
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No time to worry about relationship problems, or whether you fed your cat this morning,
or how you’re going to make rent this month, a new order is up.

We aren’t just fighting for representation in or control over the production process. Our fight
isn’t against the act of chopping vegetables or washing dishes or pouring beer or even serving
food to other people. It is with the way all these acts are brought together in a restaurant,
separated from other acts, become part of the economy, and are used to expand capital. The
starting and ending point of this process is a society of capitalists and people forced to work
for them. We want an end to this. We want to destroy the production process, as something
outside and against us. We’re fighting for a world where our productive activity fulfills a need
and is an expression of our lives, not forced on us in exchange for a wage—a world where
we produce for each other directly and not in order to sell to each other. The struggle of
restaurant workers is ultimately for a world without restaurants or workers.

The same song is playing again. You’re pouring the
same cup of coffee for the two-top in the window—
the same young couple out on a second date. You
give them the same bland customer service smile,
and turn and walk by the same tacky decorations
and stand in the same place looking out at the
dining room floor. Behind you, the busser is scraping
the same recycled butter off a customer’s plate back into
a plastic butter container. This is more than deja-vu.

A restaurant is set up by and for the movement of capital. We are brought into the production
process and created as restaurant workers by this movement. But we make the food and
make it sell. The movement of our bosses’ money is nothing more than our activity made into
something which controls us. In order to make life bearable, we fight against this process, and
the bosses who profit from it.

It’s election time. A waitress has three
different tables at once. The customers at
each table are wearing buttons supporting
three different political parties. As she goes
to each table she praises that party’s
candidates and program. The customers at
each table are happy and tip her well. The
waitress herself probably won’t even vote.
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One night the dishwasher doesn’t show up. The
dishes start to pile up. Then one of the cooks tries
to run the dishwasher and he finds that it doesn’t
work. The door is dented and the wires cut. No one
hears from that dishwasher again.

The impulse to fight against work and management is immediately collective. As we fight against
the conditions of our own lives, we see that other people are doing the same. To get anywhere
we have to fight side by side. We begin to break down the divisions between us and prejudices,
hierarchies, and nationalisms begin to be undermined. As we build trust and solidarity, we
grow more daring and combative. More becomes possible. We get more organized, more
confident, more disruptive and more powerful.
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That’s it! The last demanding customer.
The last asshole manager. The last fight with
a co-worker. The last smelly plate of mussels.
The last time your burn or cut yourself because
you’re rushing. The last time you swear
you’re giving notice tomorrow,
and find yourself swearing the
same thing two weeks later.

A restaurant is
a miserable place.

Restaurants aren’t strategic. They aren’t the hub of value-creation in the capitalist economy.
They are just one battlefield in an international class war that we’re all a part of whether we
like it or not.

All the restaurants that have had
flowery write-ups in the newspaper,
that serve only organic, wheatfree, vegan food, that cultivate a
hip atmosphere with suggestive
drawings, still have cooks, waiters
and dishwashers who are stressed,
depressed, bored and looking for
something else.

The conditions that create intense work and intense boredom in a restaurant are
the same that create “law and order” and development in some countries, and
wars, famines, and poverty in others.

o o o

o o o
The logic that pits workers against each other, or ties us together with management in a restaurant,
is the same logic behind the rights of citizens and the deportation of “illegals.”
The world that needs democracies, dictatorships, terrorists, and police also needs fine dining,
fast food, waiters, and cooks.
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The pressures we feel in everyday life are the same that erupt in the crisis and disasters that
interrupt everyday life. We feel the weight of our bosses’ money wanting to move and expand.
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HOW A RESTAURANT IS SET UP
“You can’t make an omelette, without breaking a few eggs.”
							

“It is only when the routine daily struggle of the class explodes into violent
activity against the bourgeoisie (the throwing of a foreman out of the window,
the conflict with the police on the mass picket line, etc.), activities which require
an overt exercise of their creative energies, that the workers feel themselves as
human. As a result, the return from the picket line to the covert class struggle is
even more frustrating than if the strike had never taken place. The molecular
development of these offensives and retreats can only explode in the revolution
which will enable the working class to employ its creative energies not only in
smashing the old relations of production but also in establishing new
social ties of a positive and creative character.”
									

Ria Stone
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Maximilian Robespierre

The unions became institutionalized negotiators between management and the workers. They
fight to keep this position. They organize workers and mobilize us against management in
controlled ways. They need dues money and contracts. But when workers’ discontent gets outside
their control, they fight it. They are bureaucracies trying to maintain themselves. Workers today
may want to be in unions, the same way we want a good lawyer, but we
don’t see the unions as our own and we are often as skeptical
of them as we are of politicians or leftist sects.

WHAT IS
A RESTAURANT?
“There’s no such thing
as a free lunch.”

Mothers For Fines
and Jail Time

popularized by
Milton Friedman

serve
the people

The arc of the union movement isn’t just something that happened once
in history. It is a dynamic we can see in union struggles over and over
again. Time and again new generations of workers build up unions.
Grassroots caucuses change the unions from within. The new
radical union leaders replace the old union hacks, but when put
in the same position, under the same pressures, they react
Don’t
the same way. In this way the bureaucracy is rejuvenated.
ha
te the
Sometimes the fight to “reform our union” even takes the
mediator.
place of the fight against the boss. All the while production
continues quite profitably.
Be the
mediator.
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All these things can be seen in restaurant unions, but not as
dramatically as in other unions. More often than not, restaurant
owners have been successful in simply crushing
unionization campaigns.

Unions are built by workers, but are not the workers.
The unions represent workers as
workers within the work process.
While they may call strikes and
even break the law, their starting
and ending point is us at work.
They can at times and in certain
places help us win better wages
and conditions. As often as not they
oppose even low-level struggles.
And ultimately they get in our way.

Restaurant unions
need there to be
restaurants.
We don’t.

Today it’s hard to imagine a world without restaurants.
The conditions that create restaurants are everywhere
and seem almost natural. We have trouble even thinking
how people could feed each other in any other way
(besides going to the grocery store of course). But
restaurants as much as parliamentary democracy,
the state, nationalism, or professional police are
an invention of the modern capitalist world.

Early restaurant workers fought for the 10-hour
day, the 6-day week and an end to the “vampire
system” of hiring (where restaurant workers went
to a café and were set up with a job by spending
a lot of money on drinks or by paying a bribe
to the café owner). These workers’ struggles
took many different forms. There were
elite craft unions which only tried to
unionize waiters and cooks. There
were industrial unions which would
unionize anyone who worked in a
restaurant or hotel in the same
union. Some of these, such
as the Industrial Workers
of the World, even refused
to sign contracts with the
employer. There were
also actions by restaurant
workers not in unions or in
any organization at all.
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The first restaurants began to appear in Paris in
the 1760’s, and even as late as the 1850’s the
majority of all the restaurants in the world
were located in Paris. At first they
sold only small meat stews,
called “restaurants” that
were meant to restore
health to sick people.

Employers first fought the unions, hiring scabs, using hired
thugs and police to beat up workers on strike—fearing any
representation of the workers would cut into their profits.
As unions grew, employers were forced to bargain with
them. Employers used this to their own advantage.
Joining a union became a protected right in many places.
Union bargaining procedures were written into law. Workers
representatives were recognized. A whole series of gains
were turned on their heads.

Union dues were taken directly out of all workers paychecks. This was meant
to make it easier to organize all the workers in a particular enterprise, but it
also served to make the union less dependent on the union members. The
unions developed a bureaucracy of paid staff and organizers. Having paid
staff meant that the union activists and negotiators couldn’t be harassed or
fired by management. It also meant that they couldn’t be easily controlled
by workers. Paid staff aren’t on the job. They have interests different from
and at times in direct conflict with the workers. The contract, which was
fought for so hard, often included real gains for the workers. Employers
gave in to higher wages, more security, and better conditions in return
for a no-strike guarantee during the length of a contract.
Management agreed to pay more, and to give up some
control, in order to maintain uninterrupted production.
The union was then put in the position of enforcing
the contract on the workers.
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A. Boulanger

Before that, people didn’t go out
to eat as they do today. Aristocrats
had servants, who cooked for them.
And the rest of the population, who
were mainly peasant farmers, ate
meals at home. There were inns
for travelers, where meals were
included in the price of the room,
and the innkeeper and his lodgers
would sit and eat together at the same
table. There were caterers who would prepare or
host meals for weddings, funerals and other special
occasions. There were taverns, wineries, cafés and
bakeries where specific kinds of food and drink could
be consumed on the premises. But there were no
restaurants.

Partially this was because restaurants would have been illegal.
Food was made by craftsmen organized into a number of highly
specialized guilds. There were the “charcutiers” (who made
sausages and pork), the “rôtisseurs” (who prepared roasted meats
and poultry), the paté-makers, the gingerbread-makers, the vinegarmakers, the pastrycooks. By law only a master gingerbread-maker could
make gingerbread, and everyone else was legally forbidden to make
gingerbread. At best, a particular family or group of craftsmen could get the
king’s permission to produce and sell a few different categories of food.

As our struggles against restaurants become stronger and we look for more visible, aboveground ways of fighting, unions present themselves. Generally speaking, restaurants are now,
and have always been non-union. Where unions have existed, they have followed the same
path as unions in other industries, only less successfully.

But these laws reflected an older way of life. Cities were
growing. Markets and trade were growing, and with
them the power and importance of merchants and
businessmen. The first restaurants were aimed
at this middle-class clientele. With the French
revolution in 1789, the monarchy was
overthrown and the king was beheaded. The
guilds were destroyed and business was given
a free hand. The aristocrats’ former cooks went
to work for businessmen or went into business
for themselves. Fine food was democratized,
and anyone (with enough money) could eat like
a king. The number of restaurants grew rapidly.
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In a restaurant a meal could
be gotten at any time the
business was open, and
anyone with money could get
a meal. The customers would
sit at individual tables, and
would eat individual plates
or bowls of prepared food,
chosen from a number of
options. Restaurants quickly
grew in size and complexity,
adding a fixed menu with
many kinds of foods and
drinks. As the number of
restaurants grew, taverns,
wineries, cafés, and inns
adapted and became more
restaurant-like.

Restaurants often have a very high
turnover. People only last a
few months. They employ lots
of young people who are only
looking for part-time or temporary
employment. Restaurant jobs aren’t
seen as desirable, and people are
always looking to move to a better
job. This makes the creation of stable
unions very difficult. But this state
of affairs is as much a result of an
unorganized industry as it is a cause.
Many industries were like this before
unions took hold. In heavily unionized
industries, employers have been
forced to give up the power to hire,
fire, and change job descriptions at
will. Workers entrench themselves and
defend this inflexibility.

Restaurants, like many areas of the service industry, have
to go where the demand is. They can’t be concentrated in
industrial corridors in one area of a country. Restaurant
workers tend to be spread out, working for thousands of
small restaurant bosses, instead of a few large ones. This
means we have a thousand different grievances and it’s
not easy to organize together.

Also, although there are restaurants everywhere, and they account for a large amount of
economic activity, they aren’t a decisive sector. If a restaurant goes on strike, this doesn’t create
a ripple effect disrupting other areas of the economy. If truck drivers go on strike, not only is
the trucking company’s business disrupted, but grocery stores, malls and everyone else that
depends on the goods that the truck drivers ship, are also disrupted. If a restaurant goes on
strike, the main effect is that other restaurants in the area will do a bit better business. This puts
us in a weak position, and means that employers are less likely to agree to pay higher wages
in return for guaranteed production as they may be in other more decisive industries.

The growth of the restaurant was the growth of the market. Needs that
were once fulfilled either through a direct relationship of domination
(between a lord and his servants) or a private relationship (within the
family), were now fulfilled on the open market. What
was once a direct oppressive relationship now
became the relationship between buyer and
seller. A similar expansion of the market took
place over a century later with the rise of
fast food. As the 1950’s housewife was
undermined and women moved into the
open labor market, many of the tasks that
had been done by women in the house
were transferred onto the market. Fast
food restaurants grew rapidly, and paid
wages for what used to be housework.

UNIONS
“The representation of the working class
has become an enemy of the working class.”
Guy Debord
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The 19th century
brought the industrial
revolution. Machinery was
revolutionizing the way everything
was made. As agricultural production
methods got more efficient, peasants were
driven off the land and joined the former craftsmen
in the cities as the modern working class. They had no
way to make money but to work for someone else.

Some time in the 19th century, the modern restaurant
crystallized in the form we know it today, and spread
all over the globe. This required several things:
businessmen with capital to invest in restaurants,
customers who expected to satisfy their need
for food on the open market, by buying it,
and workers, with no way to live but by
working for someone else. As these conditions
developed, so did restaurants.

More common than self-management, is that management replies to
workers’ struggle by trying to create some kind of community within the
restaurant. They know that workers brought together in a restaurant will
form groups. Instead of fostering isolation and prejudice, they foster
community—a community that includes the restaurant management.
This is especially common in small restaurants, where employees may
even be related to each other and management. The boss may explain
how tough business is, especially for a small independent restaurant
like his. The boss may be gay or a woman or from an ethnic minority
and try to create some kind of community based on that
identity. The restaurant may not sell certain brands, might
only sell “fairly traded,” organic, or vegetarian foods.

THE PRODUCTION PROCESS
“Money is like an arm or a leg—use it or lose it.”
						

Henry Ford
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RESTAURANT LA GUILLOTINE
liberté d’échange, égalité devant la loi, fraternité nationale
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Whatever the community, the function is to smooth over the
class struggle. The idea is that instead of simply standing up
for our own interests, which would naturally bring us into
conflict with management, we should take management’s
point of view into account. We may have some problems, but
our boss also has problems, and we have to come to some kind of
compromise—a compromise that ends up with us working for them.
Unlike tipping, this is a purely ideological
way of tying workers to the
work, and tends to be less
effective. Still, management
never has more control over
the workers than when the
workers believe they’re working
for a good cause.

With self-management, as with the community which
includes management, we are supposed to enforce
the work on ourselves and on each other. Both are
a response to our struggle against our situation that
ultimately just creates a greater form of alienation.
Our problem with restaurants is much deeper than
just how they are managed. And we can’t solve
our problems by working with management.

The customers see in a restaurant a meal—prepared food to be eaten on the premises. They also
see a place to go out and socialize—a semi-public place, a place to do business, to celebrate
one’s birthday, to take a date. Customers buy food, but they also buy atmosphere, culture, the
experience of a restaurant meal. Customers like restaurants. They are the consumers.

Some restaurant workers have made an ideology out of the struggle
over the way the work is set up. They set up cooperative restaurants
where there is no boss. They do the work as well as make the
management decisions themselves. In these restaurants,
the workers are no-longer under the arbitrary power
of a boss. They often eliminate some of the division
of labor and the worst aspects of customer service.
They may sell vegan, vegetarian, organic, “fairly
traded,” or locally grown food.

At the same time, they forget that
the division of labor is brought about
because it helps make money more
efficiently. The boss isn’t an asshole for no reason.
The boss is under a lot of pressure that comes from outside the restaurant. He has to keep his
money in motion, making more money. He has to compete and make a profit, or his business
won’t survive. Workers in a collective restaurant, like some “Mom n’ Pop” small businesses,
have not eliminated the boss. They have merely rolled the position of boss and worker into one.
No matter their ideals, the restaurant is still trapped within the economy. The restaurant can
only continue to exist by making a profit. The work is still stressful and repetitive, only now the
workers are themselves the managers. They have to enforce the work on themselves and on
each other. This means that workers in self-managed restaurants often work longer and harder
and are paid even less than those in regular restaurants. Either that or the self-managed
restaurants don’t make a profit and don’t survive very long.
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The restaurant owner is the seller. They are really in
charge of the production process, and what they
have for sale tends to shape the demand of the
customers. The restaurant owner isn’t in business
out of a desire to feed people. They’re in it to make
money. Maybe the owner was a chef or a waiter
who worked his way up. Maybe he was born
into money and has no background in restaurant
work. In any case, when they go into business
for themselves, restaurant owners want one
thing: to make money.

They buy ovens, refrigerators, pots, pans, glasses,
napkins, knives, cutting boards, silverware, tables,
chairs, wine, liquor, cleaning equipment, raw and
canned foods, oils, spices, and everything else that is
needed to run a modern restaurant. The value of these
things is determined by the amount of work time necessary to
make them. As they are used up, that value makes its way into the
value of a restaurant meal.

The value of a salmon dinner, for example, is first
determined by the value of the raw salmon used
up in its production. That value is the amount of
work time necessary to catch (or farm) a salmon
and transport it to the restaurant. Also, the value
of the average amount of dried oregano, salt,
lemon and cooking oil used up in the process
has to be added to the value of the meal. So
does the value of gas and electricity for cooking,
and heating or cooling the restaurant. A small
amount is added to the value of the meal for
the wear and tear on the machines, for the
replacement of plates, glasses, light bulbs,
pens and paper, for the cost of upkeep of
the property.

Our struggle against restaurant work is also a
struggle against the way the work is set up—
against the division of labor and the hierarchy
at work. At the most basic level, we often take
an interest in the jobs of other workers.
In slow times, a bored waitress will
prepare simple foods in the
kitchen, while the dishwasher asks
questions about the difference
between different kinds of
wines. The fact that the work
process is so chopped up and
specialized feels strange and
unnatural to us, and we want
to go beyond it. In order to form
any kind of work groups, we have
to treat each other as equals. This
starts to undermine the divisions
between skilled and unskilled and
the hierarchy within the workers.

In

any restaurant the workers
have to be able to manage the
work themselves to a large
extent. We have to be able
to prioritize tasks, as well as
communicate and coordinate
with other workers. In smaller
restaurants the boss will sometimes
even leave and we will have to manage
everything ourselves. This means that
our resentment towards the job often
takes the form of a critique of how the
restaurant is managed. We’ll complain
that the restaurant owner “has no class”
for buying cheap ingredients or for
serving near-rotton food. We make
comments about how if we managed
the place, things would be different. We
develop our own ideas about how food
should be cooked and served, and about
how much things should cost.
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All these represent a constant value to the
restaurant owner. They do not make money
for the restaurant. As spices and raw foods
are used up, they transfer to the meal enough
value to replace themselves. The actual costs
of these items may move above or below their
value, but this movement tends to cancel itself
out. The boss may get lucky and get a good
deal on a few cases of wine, and be able to
sell them for more. But he may also get unlucky
and have food go bad before it is sold, or
there may be more than the average amount
of broken dishes. In short, simply buying and
selling is not a stable source of profit.
But restaurants do make a reliable profit.
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This is a constant cause of conflict, but it is also easily co-opted. Often the boss will simply give
in to our desire to run things ourselves. The more disorganized and inefficient the restaurant,
the more likely this is to happen. He’ll let the hostess deal with problem customers. He won’t
buy enough supplies or fix machinery, and we’ll have to fix machines or bring in supplies
ourselves. He’ll leave a cook alone with 10 orders at once, or a waitress with 10 tables at once
saying “You work it out.” And we have to push ourselves instead of being pushed directly. In
fact, part of being a good restaurant employee is having internalized the rhythm of production,
and being able to push yourself hard enough that management doesn’t have to push you. In
these situations we try to help each other out and do bits and pieces of each other’s jobs—
our solidarity with our co-workers is used against us as a way to get us to work harder.

WORKERS, MANAGEMENT
AND WORKER-MANAGEMENT
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“Class society has a tremendous resilience, a great capacity
to cope with “subversion” to make icons of its iconoclasts,
to draw sustenance from those who would throttle it.”
Maurice Brinton

Besides all the raw materials, foods, tools and machines needed for a
restaurant, the owner needs someone to put it all into action—they need
employees. To the owner, the employees are simply another part of
their investment. The owner buys our ability to work, and for a set
period of time, we become theirs. The value of an employee is our
wage—the amount of money we need to pay for food, clothes, rent,
liquor, bus fare and whatever else we need to keep showing up to
work. This is more or less depending on whether we are expected
to wear nice clothes and be able to talk about wine and French
history with the customers or whether we’re just supposed to
show up and not spit in the food. It also changes depending
on how much food and housing cost in the particular city
or country the restaurant is located in. Wages also
reflect the balance of power between workers
and employers. Where we are strong, we
can force wages up. Where we are weak,
wages can be lowered to a bare
survival level.

PITA KROPOTKIN
Hummus ★ Baba Ganouj ★ Foule ★ Borscht ★ Moussaka ★ Falafel ★ Zaatar Vodka

1905
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Wages are expensive, but
they’re worth it. Unlike a can of
beans, a cook makes money for the
restaurant owner. A can of beans comes
into a restaurant with a value based on how
much work time was necessary to produce it. The
can of beans is used up and transfers this value to
the soup it is put in. The cook, on the other hand, is not
used up. A large part of the value of the soup is the work
the cook puts in while making the soup. Employees are not paid
based on how much work we do. Our ability to work is bought for
a set period of time, and we are expected to do work for the boss
during that time. Our work adds value to the meal, and creates
the conditions in which that value can be turned into money. In fact,
we add a lot more value to the meals that are sold during our time at
work than we are paid in wages. This surplus value is how a restaurant
makes money. Through rent, taxes, liquor licenses and fines, landlords and
various levels of government take a cut of this surplus value.
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The entrepreneur starts with money. He buys commodities
(foods, spices, machines and tools, as well as employees’
ability to work). These are set in motion in the production
process and create a commodity—the restaurant meal—
which is sold immediately to customers on site. This
money is more than the original investment. It is then
re-invested and the circuit starts all over again. By
getting his capital to flow through the production
process, that capital grows.

The fact that work groups and the cultures they create are based in the work process means that
the boss can undermine these groups by changing the work process. He can introduce a computer
system to send orders to the kitchen to cut down on communication. He can change people’s
shifts so they work with a manager and therefore increase
surveillance. He can change people’s job description
so they have some management duties and therefore
change their sympathies. He can introduce comment
cards, give or take away employee meals, add
inventory duties, or just fire people. By changing
the shape of the restaurant he can change the
patterns of communication, socialization and
cut down on resistance. The new shape then
forms the basis for new work groups and new
resistance. Generally speaking, the more
conscious our solidarity has become, the
more difficult it is to undermine.
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This movement of capital is why restaurants exist,
and it gives restaurants their particular shapes
and priorities. What matters is not that a restaurant
produces food, but that it produces surplus value and
profit. The restaurant is a production process that makes
the boss money, and he wants to make as much money as
possible. Time and again safety, cleanliness, and even legal
considerations are thrown aside to make more profit.
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The boss has the production process,
money, the weight of prejudice,
custom, isolation, inertia, and
ultimately the law and the
police on his side.
We only have each other.

The restaurant represents something very different to the workers. Those who work in a
restaurant don’t do it because we want to. We are forced to. We have no other way to make
a living but to sell our ability to work to someone else—and it might as well be a restaurant
owner. We don’t make food because we like to make
food or because we want to make food for this
or that particular customer. When cleaning
the floors or opening wine bottles,
we aren’t fulfilling a need for some
kind of meaningful activity. We
are simply trading our time for a
wage. That is what the restaurant
represents to us.

These work groups then set the general work culture of the restaurant. If we are weak, the
culture of the restaurant can come pretty close to the ideal of bigoted, separated
individuals, and the work is absolutely miserable. In this case, our desire to escape
from work may also be a desire to escape from our co-workers. If we are strong, we
can make the work a lot less miserable. When the boss isn’t looking, the cooks will
make food for the front-end staff, and they
will steal drinks for the kitchen. We’ll warn
each other when the boss or the manager
is coming around, and make fun of them
when they’re gone.

Since the work groups are based in the work process
itself, the workers who take the lead in their formation
and who set the work culture tend to be those that know
the work process best. This can be the people who have
worked at a particular restaurant the longest, or the people
who have worked in the food service industry the longest.
Often the easiest time to foster a healthy cynicism in a
co-worker is when you’re training them.
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The glue that holds these informal work groups
together is a struggle against the work. When we joke
around when we’re supposed to be working, or shit-talk
the boss, or cut corners to make the work easier, or steal
from work together, we create trust, complicity, and a
culture of watching out for each other. This community
of struggle cuts into profit-making, but it also tends to
break down the divisions and hierarchies created
by the production process. It is the basis for
any broader fight against management.

Our time and activity in the restaurant is not our own—
it belongs to management. Although everything in the
restaurant is put into motion and works only because we make
it work, the restaurant is something outside and against us. The
harder we work, the more money the restaurant makes. The less we are paid, the more money
the restaurant makes. It is rare that the workers in a restaurant can afford to eat regularly at
the restaurant they work in. It is common for restaurant workers to carry plates of exquisite
food around all night, while having nothing but coffee and bread in our stomachs. A restaurant
can’t function without workers, but there is a constant conflict between the workers and the
work. Simply standing up for ourselves makes us fight against the production process. We catch
our breath during a dinner rush and slow down the production of a meal. We steal food, cut
corners, or just stand and talk, and in the process cut into production. The boss, who represents
the production process, is constantly enforcing it on us. We are yelled at if we’re not doing
anything or if we’re not doing something faster than humanly possible or if we make mistakes
that slow down money-making. We come to hate the work and to hate the boss. The struggle
between restaurant workers and restaurant management is just as much a part of restaurants
as the food, wine, tables, chairs, or check presenters.

The workplace is set up not only to produce money for the boss, but also to produce restaurant
workers who are isolated from each other, in competition with each other, prejudiced against
each other, afraid for our jobs, and who only look for individual
solutions to our problems. But this is only an ideal towards which
management aspires. They are never completely successful
because our activity tends to push in the opposite direction.

DIVISION OF LABOR
AND THE USE OF MACHINES
“The real danger is not that machines will begin to think like men,
but that men will begin to think like machines.”
								

Restaurants bring us together with other restaurant
workers in the same workplace. The work process itself
requires that we cooperate and communicate with other
workers. We pass plates back and forth. We explain
food and drink orders. We figure out which tables need
to be pressured to pay and leave to make room for
upcoming reservations.

Sydney J. Harris

These conversations lead to more interesting ones.
Everyone is looking for ways to make the work
less boring or stressful. We joke around, deep
fry candybars, juggle fruit, drum on the washing
machine, and make fun of the customers.

15

40
This joking around leads to more
serious cooperation. We spend
a lot of time with our co-workers
and learn a lot about each
other. In between rushes we
talk about our problems at
work, in our personal life, with
the immigration authorities.
We are no longer a collection
of separated individuals. We form
informal groups of workers on the
job which are capable of acting
together. We go out for a drink
after work. We cover each other’s
asses at work.

In order for restaurants to make as much money as efficiently
as possible, they tend to be organized in similar ways.

WORK GROUPS
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“People drawn together within the same work-place
talk with each other far more than those in the same
hundred block of the same avenue.”
							

Stan Weir

Tasks are divided up, and different workers specialize
in different aspects of the work. These divisions develop
because they allow us to pump out meals quicker. The first and
most obvious divisions are between management and workers,
and between “front of the house” and “back of the house.” As the
divisions become solidified, they are ranked and associated with certain kinds
of people. The division of labor in a typical small restaurant might look like this:

management
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THE BOSS

(Owns the restaurant. His job is to make sure the
restaurant is making money. Usually knows a lot about
food. He sets the menu, buys equipment, hires and
fires people, and sometimes walks around to make
sure everyone is working as hard as possible. The
restaurant is his capital.)

THE MANAGER

(Her job is to practically oversee the employees. She
deals with complaints and problems as they arise,
making sure the work process is running smoothly. Often
she is older than the other employees, and has worked
as a waitress, bartender, or cook for many years.
While she is the enforcer of the production process,
she doesn’t directly profit from it, and is therefore not
as enthusiastic an enforcer as the boss. Sometimes
the role of the manager is combined with that of the
bartender, the head waiter or the senior cook.)

workers

Our fight against restaurant work is much more fundamental
than our consciousness. Almost everyone steals from work.
Workers who aren’t communists, who vote for political
parties that stand for the sacred right of private property are
no exception. Even workers who have sympathy for the boss
and hope the restaurant makes good money will do things to
make their job easier that cut into the profit margin. We’ll tell
the customer the espresso machine is broken so we don’t have
to make a cappuccino. We’ll throw a perfectly good fork in the
trash at the end of the night rather than going to all the trouble
of turning the dishwasher back on.

back of the house
It is common for the entire back of the house to be illegal immigrants working
under the table. They don’t have any contact with the customers, and therefore
don’t have to look like or speak the same language as the customers.

HOT COOK

(Prepares hot foods—mainly entrées. Usually the
best paid employee in the kitchen, and sometimes
has some supervisory role.)

COLD COOK

(Prepares salads, side orders,
and deserts. Slightly less skilled
and less paid than the hot cook.)
Our hostility to restaurants doesn’t come
from our political ideas. It comes from our
position as wage workers in a restaurant.

PREP COOK

(Prepares ingredients. Makes some bulk foods
like sauces and soups. Moves foods around and
helps other cooks during rushes.)
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DISHWASHER

(The lowest job in the restaurant. The
dishwasher just washes the dishes and
moves them around. They have the
smelliest, loudest, hottest and most
physical job in the restaurant. They are
usually the worst paid as well. This job
is usually reserved for the very young
or the very old.)
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This doesn’t mean we have no pride. Anyone
who is forced to do something over and over
and over and over and over again has to take
some minor interest in it or go crazy. Anyone
who works in restaurants long enough can’t
help but take a little pride in all the knowledge
they acquire about food, wine, and human
behavior. Still, aside from a handful of
chefs in very expensive restaurants, the
only people who are really proud to be
restaurant workers are the boss’s pets, who are
usually shunned by the rest of the workers.
But the rejection of our condition as restaurant
workers is not simply a conscious preference. Often
the workers who have the highest expectations, who
are most interested in the food service industry, or who
have the least hatred for the work, come into serious
conflicts with the boss. They have greater illusions and
greater surprise and indignation when they come into
contact with the miserable reality of the restaurant. A
restaurant is a boring, uncomfortable, stressful, repetitive,
alienating, hierarchical machine for pumping out surplus
value. Even the obsequious waiter who is always hanging
around complimenting the boss and suggesting ways for
him to better run the restaurant will one day get into a
heated argument and quit when the boss blatantly treats
him like a subordinate. Ironically, it is often those that
openly recognize the miserable position they’re in that last
longest in restaurant jobs.
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front of the house
The front of the house is expected to look presentable, and be able to deal with
customers. Often are educated, and have useless college degrees in things like
“English,” “History” or—worse yet—”Art History.”

BARTENDER

(Makes drinks
for customers
at the bar
and for the
waiters. Has
to be able
to appear
to know a lot
about mixed drinks,
beers, and wines. Sells some food.)

≤

SERVERS

(Take orders,
serve foods,
take payment,
and generally
sell as much
as possible.
Have to be
able to appear
to know a lot about
the food and something
about the drinks.)

DJ

detourned
debord

HOSTESS

(Answers the
phone and seats
customers. Usually
only is needed full-time
in large restaurants, and in
smaller ones only on weekends
and holidays. Hostesses are
almost always women.)
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BUSSER

(Clears away
dirty dishes.
Cleans and resets
tables. Also does some
food prep, like cutting
bread and pouring water.
Doesn’t have to talk to the
customers very much.)

The bussers and hostesses usually want to “move up” and be a server or a bartender,
just as the dishwasher wants to cook, the prep cook wants to be a cold cook and the
cold cook wants to be a hot cook.
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The actual job descriptions vary widely between restaurants, as do the ages,
genders, and ethnicities associated with them. Still, in most restaurants, the boss
has an idea of the kind of person he wants to do each job. The division of labor is
overlaid with cultural divisions.

The work-process is chopped up into little pieces. Each part is the responsibility
of a different worker. This is very efficient for the purpose of making money.
We repeat the same specialized tasks over and over again and get very
good at them. At the same time, the work loses any meaning it ever had for
us. Even those who decided to get a job in a restaurant (as opposed to some
other shit job) because they have some interest in food or wine, quickly lose
that interest. The same fifteen minutes (or hour-and-a-half) seem to repeat
themselves over and over again, day after day.
The work becomes second nature. On a good day
we can fly through it almost unconsciously, on a
bad day we are painfully aware of how boring
and pointless it is.
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With few exceptions, the workers in a restaurant want one thing more than
anything else: to no longer be workers in a restaurant.

This doesn’t mean we want to be unemployed.
It means that restaurant work is an alienating
and miserable way to make a living. We are
forced to be there. Work does not feel like
part of our lives. We feel like ourselves when
we’re not at work.

Compared to most other areas of the
economy, restaurants are very labor-intensive. Still, just as the
production process tends to increase the division of labor, it also
tends to push the use of machines. Every modern restaurant has
some machines (stoves, refrigerators, coffee machines, etc.), but
there is a definite tendency to increase the use of machinery. A
cook can boil water for tea easily enough on the stove, but it is
quicker and easier to have a machine with near-boiling water
ready all the time. A waiter can write down orders and hand them
to the kitchen, but that same waiter can take even more orders
in less time if he doesn’t have to write them down and walk into
a kitchen, and instead just punches them into a computer, which
sends them into the kitchen.

We tend to grow attached to the objects we work with. We like a
good wine key, a good spatula, or a nice sharp knife because they
make it a little easier to do our work. We hate when the computer
system goes down, because then we have to do everything by
hand. Whether they’re working well or not, the machines impose a
rhythm on our work. The job of making a particular entrée may be
dictated by how long the oven takes to cook one ingredient, how
long the microwave takes to heat up another. Even in a rush we
have to wait by the credit card machine while it’s slowly printing
out. On a good day, the machines in a restaurant aren’t noticed.
On a bad day we can spend all night cursing them.

The fact that restaurant workers hate the work is obvious to
the point of being a cliché. In most restaurants you can find
people who “aren’t really restaurant workers.” They’re actors,
or writers, or musicians, or graphic designers. They’re just
working in a restaurant until they can save up some money
and start up a business of their own, or until they get
through school and can get a “real job.” One way
we try to escape from work is by quitting, hoping
another restaurant will be better. Restaurant work,
has a very high turnover. Often the majority of
employees in a restaurant have only been working
there for a few months. Of course, whatever our illusions,
most of us just keep moving from restaurant job to restaurant job,
from bistrot to bar and grill to lounge to diner to café.

Usually, the larger the restaurant, the more chopped-up the work
process is, and the stronger the tendency is to use machines to
replace tasks done by people. In a very small restaurant,
the jobs of the waiter, bartender, busser and hostess may
combined into one. In a very large restaurant, the tasks of
the waiter may be split between two or three different
job descriptions. Similarly, the use of machines to
replace human tasks tends to be limited in smaller
restaurants, and tends to be greater in larger ones
with more capital.

WHAT THE WORKER WANTS
“Nothing is more alien to a strike than its end.”
François Martin
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Machines are not used to make our jobs
easier. They are used as a way to increase
the amount of product a particular
worker can pump out in a given amount
of time. The first restaurants to introduce
a new machine are very profitable,
because they are able to produce more
efficiently than the industry average. At
the same time, the machines (like the
food or the spices) do not make money
for the restaurant—only the employees
do. As new machines become widely
used, it becomes merely inefficient not to
have one. The machines replace human
tasks. They become just another link the
chain of tasks. We don’t have less work
to do. We just have to do a smaller range
of tasks, more often. Our job becomes
even more specialized and repetitive.
And we get angry at the machines when
they don’t do their part of the job. Our
activity at work has been reduced to such
a mechanical level that we can come into
conflict with the machines.
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The restaurant is itself a small part of the division of labor within the
economy. The process of getting food on the table is chopped into
pieces. The restaurant is only the last part of the process, where
the food is prepared and sold to the customers. The raw meat
and fish, the canned food and spices, the tables, chairs,
napkins, and aprons all come into the
restaurant as the finished commodities
of other enterprises. They are produced
by workers in a similar production process
and under similar conditions. As restaurant
workers, we are cut off from these workers.
We only see the sales representative of the
wine distribution company, as he samples wines with the boss,
or the delivery man for the laundry company as he picks up
or drops off the sacks of napkins and table-cloths.
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HOW A RESTAURANT IS TAKEN APART
“Communism is for us not a state of affairs which is to be established,
an ideal to which reality [will] have to adjust itself. We call communism
the real movement which abolishes the present state of things. The conditions
of this movement result from the premises now in existence.”
										

INTENSITY AND STRESS
“If you can’t stand the heat, get out of the kitchen.”
					

Harry S. Truman

Karl Marx

A restaurant is different from other industries in that its product cannot really be stored and
sold later. Unlike a car factory or a construction site, a restaurant produces a meal which
has to be consumed within a few minutes of its production or it can’t be sold. This means that
the work can’t be done in a steady rhythm. It comes in waves and rushes, with slow times in
between. Restaurant workers are either bored or stressed. We’re either trying to look busy,
with nothing to do, or trying not to fall hopelessly behind, doing ten things at once.

o o o

o o o
Everyone who works in a restaurant is pushed to work harder and
faster. The boss has an interest in getting more work out of the
same number of employees or in getting the same amount of
work out of fewer employees. We are pushed to ridiculous
extremes. During a typical dinner rush you will see a cook frying
french fries, keeping an eye on a steak on the grill, waiting for a
soup to come out of the microwave, boiling pasta, heating up sauce in
a pan and seasoning some vegetables, all at once. At the same time, a waitress
carrying four coffees and a dessert menu to one table stops and takes a drink order from another
and tells two more tables that she’ll be there in just a minute. We are pushed to do more and
more very precise tasks at once and in rapid succession, and yelled
at when we don’t get it right. The one thing that the workers of
almost every restaurant are given for free is coffee, which helps
us speed up to the insane pace of the work during rushes. The
pace is set by the amount of work there is to do. We have to
adjust ourselves to that pace whether we’re sick, hung-over,
tired, or just distracted thinking about something else. We
superglue shut our cuts and continue on.
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The stress of the rushes gets to everyone in a restaurant.
Almost all the workers dip into the wine, whiskey, and tequila
when the boss’s back is turned. Quite a few employees get drunk
or high immediately after work. And after any typical night everyone
is exhausted. On our way home from work, we notice that our back,
our knees, or our fingers hurt. When we go to sleep we hope we won’t
dream about forgetting an order or being yelled at by the boss.

Although division of labor is pushed to an extreme, often the
lines between job descriptions are purposefully fuzzy. This
makes certain small tasks at the edge of different jobs a source
of conflict. Different workers think it is someone else’s job to do
these tasks, and fight over who should have to do them.

Q U EQ U EG S CO FF EE

TIPS
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“Waitressing is the number one
occupation for female non-college
graduates in this country. It’s the one
job basically any woman can get
and make a living on. The reason is
because of tips.”
Mr. White
(from the movie “Reservoir Dogs”)
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A restaurant is uncomfortable. The dining
room is usually the right temperature
for customers sitting down and eating,
not for waiters and bussers madly
rushing back and forth carrying plates
and glasses around. And the kitchen is
even hotter. As the shift goes on we get
more and more covered in food, sweat
and grease. We reek of restaurant and
the smell sticks to us. We’re constantly
running into each other and shouting to
communicate above the clank of dishes,
the repetitive restaurant music and the
customers’ chatter. This uncomfortable
atmosphere makes us irritable and
leads to fights. And the fights serve to
keep up the frantic pace of production
as well as to further divide the workers
from each other.

We can’t yell at the boss
and we can’t yell at the customers,
so we yell at each other.

But no totalitarian regime survives by coercion alone.

Many restaurant workers make tips.
This means that part of our wage is
paid directly by the boss, and part
is paid by the customer. Tipped
jobs are often the better paid
jobs in the restaurant. This
creates a false association for
some people between tips
and good pay. Tipping is
a pay structure set up by
the boss for very specific
purposes.

The entire restaurant is set up to pit
employees against each other. This
starts with the division between “front
of the house” and “back of the house.”
While the kitchen workers usually
have no incentive to work faster, and
have no contact with the customers,
waiters usually make tips, and are
constantly talking to customers. This
means that the waiter has to monitor
the cooks to make sure their food
is being made on time and without
problems that will be apparent to
the customer. This is a source of
endless fights. The basic division of
labor is often overlaid with cultural
and language differences, which can
lead to all sorts of misunderstandings,
and prejudices, which deepen the
division between employees. The
bartender makes thinly-veiled racist
remarks about how people from the
country the cooks come from are
lazy or stupid and the cooks don’t
like the bartender for being gay.

Then in the front and the back of the house, there is a top and bottom. The employees who make
more and who do more skilled work look down on the others and sometimes order them around
or treat them like children. The bussers and dishwashers resent the workers who make more
money than them, and want to move up. Especially among the wait-staff, management fosters an
atmosphere of competition. We compare how much we sold at the end of the night, and try to sell
more of this or that wine or entrée. On a slow night we try to get the hostess to seat people in our
sections. On a busy one we try to get her to seat “problem tables” in other waiter’s sections.

TASTY

POUTINE
GUMBO
PO’ BOYS

mayonnaise extra

Restaurants can’t produce in an even assembly-line rhythm like some
industries, because meals have to be eaten right away. In fact, most
of a meal can’t even be started until there is a ready buyer sitting in
the restaurant. This means that the ups and downs of regular business hit
restaurants particularly hard. When employees are paid in tips, our wage
is tied to sales. This means that when business is good, the boss makes a little
less profit than he would be if he paid us a steady wage because our wages
are a little higher. When business is bad, he makes a little more because our
wages are lower. It is a way of transferring some of the risks of
entrepreneurship off the boss and onto the workers.
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today’s over-priced special:

More importantly, workers whose wages are made
up largely of tips are schizophrenic. Waiters (who
usually make tips) don’t like work any more than
cooks (who don’t usually make tips). It is just as
meaningless, stressful and alienating for both of them.
At the same time, cooks make the same wage whether business
is good or bad. They just have to work harder when business is good.
Waiters make more when business is good, and therefore
have an interest in pushing themselves and other employees
harder—which of course makes more money for the boss as
well. This function of tips, is paralleled throughout the economy.
Steelworkers’ pensions are tied to the company’s stock, workers in a
coffee shop are given shares in the company they work for.
Also, tips re-enforce the division of labor. Tips usually flow from
the top down. The customer has a certain amount of power over
the waiter, since she can decide to tip him more or less. It’s
not uncommon for some yuppie customer to sit for a minute,
looking at the bill, and then at the waiter, relishing that
moment of power. At the end of the night, the waiter then
tips out of his tips to other employees, such as the busser
or hostess. He too can tip out more or less within certain
limits. The flow of tips from top to bottom re-enforces the
hierarchy in the restaurant. This last function of tipping can be
lessened in restaurants where tips are pooled.

In a restaurant this happens literally.
When we’re running around trying
to get ten things done at once,
we’re bound to bump into
each other occasionally. The
more people that can be sat in
the restaurant at a given time,
the more money the boss can make.
This means that in all but the finest restaurants there
is a tendency to pack tables close together in the dining
room and to make the kitchen and the workstations for
the bussers and waiters as small as possible. This multiplies
the amount of collisions as well as the potential for us to drop
plates, or hurt each other. We are constantly in each other’s
face, whether we like it or not.
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The boss sets up a restaurant as a way to make money.
But the workers, who are essential to the production
process, are hostile to it. This means that in order
for production to be kept up, employees have to
be constantly coerced, monitored, and played off
against one another.

a

CUSTOMERS
“The customer is always right.”
H. Gordon Selfridge
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Management is always watching to make
sure we are doing our job. The boss or the
manager is there, telling us to work harder, faster, more...
If you don’t, your job could be in danger. Depending on
the size of the restaurant this can be as personal as an
abusive father or as impersonal as a police state. They
assume (correctly) that employees will steal when no one
is looking, and are constantly doing inventory checks on
everything valuable. They use comment cards, well-placed
mirrors, and sometimes even hidden cameras and spies to
keep up this surveillance. We are controlled, monitored
and under threat constantly. Time at work in a typical
restaurant is totalitarian.

COERCION AND COMPETITION
“We run up against the upholders of order, but we also keep running up against
each other on a much more everyday level. This is the reality of capitalism.”
Dominique Karamazov
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For the most part, restaurant workers hate
restaurant customers. When we run into
other people who work customer service
jobs at the bar or at a party, we can tell
stories and rant about customers for hours.

In most restaurants, the workers could not
afford to eat at the restaurant on a regular
basis. This means that we tend to be serving
people who are better off than we are,
even if they aren’t necessarily rich bastards.
But this is only the background for the
resentment of the customers. Customers can
easily be working class people with jobs just
as alienating and miserable as restaurant
work. Even someone who works 60 hours a
week as a busser, may go out to eat, and be
an asshole customer. The class background
of the customers is less important than their
position as customers in a restaurant.

JC✌❁

The customers are the buyers. They think they’re
buying good food and good service. What
they get more often is the appearance of good
food and good service. Restaurant food is
rarely as fresh or clean as home-made
food. The loud, obnoxious customer
will have their coffee refilled with
decaf. We’ll tell the customers we’re
out of something if we’re too busy to
get it for them. We’ll recommend the
food that is the most expensive or the
easiest to prepare.
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The customers aren’t used to the production process. A large part of the job
of the front-end staff is to fit them efficiently into that process. We get good
at getting them to order, eat and pay when we want them to. The best waiters
are those that can get a large amount of tables at once to order a lot of food
and drinks, to eat them and pay quickly and to make them think they’re
ordering, eating and paying at their own pace. This is possible because
the whole meal is streamlined, with a limited number of options. If they
want their meal prepared a special way or if they’re not ready to order or
pay when we stop at their table, they are causing more work for us. We
start to develop not-entirely-inaccurate prejudices based on what kinds of
customers are going to be difficult to fit into the rhythm of production or
which customers will tip well. Old people and kids are trouble. Foreign
tourists and businessmen don’t tip well. Construction workers and of
course other restaurant workers generally do.

Customers have a lot of power over the restaurant
workers—and not just when they tip us. A bad
comment card can get us yelled at. A serious
complaint to the manager could get us
fired. The imbalance of power is such that
customers sometimes act like little bosses.
They can be demanding, rude, drunken
assholes, but we have to be nice to
them, and it’s our job to make them
happy. We hate them for the power
they have over us. They form part
of the surveillance apparatus of
the restaurant.

We have the same careful
conversations with customers
over and over again.
We learn to read them
quickly and to say what
they want to hear. We
flirt and use worn-out
jokes to get them to buy
a lot, eat quickly, and tip
well. But when we step
away from the table, or
out of earshot, the polite
customer service face
quickly drops off.
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We curse them, or laugh about
them, or talk about which ones
we’d like to fuck, or wonder if
that’s a father and daughter
or a businessman and his
mistress. We take a strange
kind of pleasure in this twofacedness. In the oppressive
customer service atmosphere
it is almost rebellious.
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Customers are also a restaurant’s weakness. The restaurant is dependent on them. A customer
may complain to management, but they may also take our side. Customers have direct contact
with restaurant workers, and usually want to imagine that these workers are happy and welltreated. We can sometimes use them as a way to put pressure on management. A picket line
in front of a restaurant turns away customers far easier than a picket line in front of a shipyard
keeps shipping companies from using it.

